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ABSTRACT
STRANGERS IN GOOD COMPANY?
THE ACCURACY OF STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF PEER ATTITUDES
TOWARD GAYS, LESBIANS AND BISEXUALS
MAY 2006
LAURI KAY TURKOVSKY, B.A., THE EVERGREEN STATE COLLEGE
M.Ed., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
Directed by: Professor Maurianne Adams
In Massachusetts and around the country, public secondary schools have designed
support groups and other programs to improve gay, lesbian, bisexual, and questioning
(GLBQ) students’ sense of safety at school. There is a tacit understanding that public
middle and high schools are homophobic, unsafe places for students based on a belief
that the majority is homophobic or un-accepting of their GBLQ peers. This study
investigated the criteria GLBQ high school students use to define their sense of safety at
school, surveyed five student bodies about their attitudes toward GLBQ students and
explored correlations between students’ personal feelings of comfort and their
perceptions of others’ comfort. Generally speaking, students were, “Sort of comfortable”
to “Very comfortable” with sexual minorities and would support a friend who came out
as GLB. All students, regardless of self-identified sexual orientation, underestimated
peer support for gays, lesbians and bisexuals. The most supportive students tended to be
older, female, have higher grade point averages, value education beyond high school and
experience support from an adult in their school, community or both.
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CHAPTER 1
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Introduction
The safety and health of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and questioning (GLBQ) youth is
of great concern to many parents, teachers, school administrators and others who care
about adolescents. GLBQ students are believed to be at heightened risk for suicide
attempts and other self-injurious behaviors (Turkovsky, 2000). In order to combat these
risks, great emphasis has been placed on the role of schools in protecting GLBQ youth
during the coming-out process (Bailey, 2003; Pascopella, 2004; Szalacha, 2003; Weiler,
2003, 2004; Wilson, 2003). In some places, schools have responded by creating peer
support groups for GLB students to offer a retreat from what is assumed to be an unsafe,
homophobic environment. This dissertation tests whether it is true that the majority of
middle and high school students are homophobic, explores GLBQ student’s perceptions
of their peers’ attitudes and purposes a school-based intervention to combat the alienation
and internalized homophobia believed to be at the root of self-injurious and risky
behaviors (Gibson, 1989; Hershberger et al., 1993; Remafedi et al., 1993).

Overview of the Problem
School is an appropriate place to address coming out issues because the comingout process begins, generally, during pre-adolescence (around age 10) and intensifies in
middle adolescence (ages 15-18) (D'Augelli, 1994; Savin-Williams, 1995). The timing of
the coming-out process has led many educators, researchers and activists to wonder about
the impact of school climate on a gay, lesbian, bisexual or questioning youth and what
can be done to minimize the harm associated with a homophobic school environment
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(Archer, 2002; Lawton, 1993; LeCompte, 2000; Lee, 2002; Manzo, 1999; Million, 1999;
Portner, 1994; Straight, 1995).
In a study published by the Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education Network
(GLSEN), the climate of pubic schools is described as hostile toward gay, lesbian,
bisexual, and transgender students (GLSEN, 2003). The study found that “more than 4
out of 5 LGBT students reported being verbally harassed at school because of their sexual
orientation, and more than 9 out of 10 reported hearing homophobic remarks such as
“faggot,” “dyke” or “that’s so gay” frequently or often.”
A representative survey of Massachusetts high school students found that over
97% of all respondents reported hearing homophobic remarks (words such as “dyke,”
“faggot,” or “queer”) regularly in school (Massachusetts Department of Public Health,
1993). Beyond witnessing or being the target of verbal harassment or taunting, GLB
students report physical harassment, including being shoved or bumped, at a rate of
41.9% and physical assault, being beaten or kicked, at a rate of 21.1% (GLSEN, 2001).
One can presume that, while in some cases these homophobic incidences may be
committed or condoned by school staff and faculty, most of these acts are perpetrated by
peers.
Statistics like these are often correlated with risky and self-destructive behaviors
found to be disproportionately high among GLBQ youth. Recent studies that compare the
prevalence of risk behaviors among GLBQ adolescents to their heterosexual peers find
that sexual minority youth show a higher prevalence than their heterosexual peers, of
suicidal ideation and attempted suicide, multiple substance use, early initiation of
substances, more frequent use of alcohol, greater numbers of sexual partners, and earlier
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initiation of sexual behavior (Department of Public Health, 1993; Faulkner 1998;
Garofalo, 1998).
It is important to note that the GLSEN school survey, designed by Joseph Kosciw
and other gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender (GLBT) adults, was created without the
primary collaboration of youth (personal communication, April 23, 2005). After
communication with Kosciw, Elizabeth Reese, and other GLBQ youth researchers, I
determined that there are currently no student surveys designed, in part or whole, with the
primary input of GLBQ youth (personal communication, May, 2005).
Reports of student behaviors and school climate that call attention to the fact that
GLBQ students witness or experience homophobic harassment are unquestionably
conducted and publicized to substantiate the need for addressing homophobia in schools.
Clearly such incidents of harassment and violence should be a rallying call for school
personnel, administrators, and parents. However, such studies also warrant further
investigation before generalizations about overall school climate are made or programs
for remediation are developed.
Finding that 97% of students report hearing homophobic comments “frequently”
or “sometimes” (GLSEN, 2003) may erroneously lead to the assumption that most
students in public schools hold homophobic attitudes or exhibit homophobic behaviors.
However, surveys of peer-to-peer school climate to date are only designed to measure
how frequently students are the targets of various categories of verbal and physical
harassment and violence. What is left out in this type of survey is a sense for the
proportion of perpetrators, allies and bystanders of homophobia in a school population.
Because school climate surveys do not study the prevalence of homophobic
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perpetration, it becomes difficult to know if a particular school’s climate feels unsafe
because of the behaviors of a vocal minority of outliers or if the problem is widespread
among the student body. Were school climate surveys to ask questions about the sources
of homophobic behavior, schools and students might gain a more complete, perhaps more
accurate, picture of peer-to-peer antigay behaviors and attitudes.
One might argue, “Who cares if the school is unsafe because of one or two
students’ homophobic behavior or because most students exhibit homophobia? If it feels
unsafe, it’s unsafe.” This is undoubtedly true. However, when a school begins to address
the question of how to reduce homophobia or increase school safety for GLBQ students,
it becomes more important to know whether the problem is stemming from a vocal
minority or if it is a problem among most of a student body.
For example, if one believes that most of the students in a school are homophobic,
one’s intervention may be the creation of a support group for GLBQ youth who are
forced to live in the midst of homophobic masses. Efforts may also be made to sensitize
schools to the concerns of GLBQ students and slowly change homophobic attitudes and
behaviors. However, if one assumes that 97% of students experience homophobia
perpetrated by a relatively small group, then an appropriate intervention would more
likely entail the identification and remediation of the students who are causing the
problem. This type of school environment might also call for the empowerment of
potentially supportive bystanders to interrupt homophobic behavior on behalf of GLBQ
students. It becomes important therefore, to develop a school climate survey that can
determine if a district’s peer-to-peer homophobia problem is attributable to a few
perpetrators or an overall student body’s problem.
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Current school climate studies are not only an incomplete picture of the overall
GLB-related climate of a school; they may also lead to unintended, negative
consequences. Students who are supportive and affirming of GLBQ students, who
believe that homophobic insults are a normative experience in schools, may incorrectly
assume that most of their peers are homophobic. If most students in a high school are
actually relatively supportive of their GLB peers, but believe that their attitudes are nonnormative, they are more likely to remain bystanders to homophobic incidences rather
than voice their ally attitudes or intervene in homophobic behavior (Berkowitz, 2003b).
Publicity of homophobic name-calling and violence can have unintended
consequence for perpetrators as well as bystanders. Hearing that most students witness
some kind of homophobic behavior may lead perpetrators to incorrectly assume that their
anti-gay beliefs are normative. In fact, students who commit violent acts toward GLBQ
students may do so, in some part, because they correctly or incorrectly assume their peers
condone their homophobic attitudes and behaviors.
A final unintended consequence of misleading school climate surveys may be that
they lead GLBQ youth to incorrectly assume that “most” of their peers are homophobic.
Hearing that most students in one’s school, or in other surveyed high schools, experience
homophobic taunting regularly may leave GLBQ students feeling like a gay island in a
sea of homophobia. This experience could potentially, and perhaps needlessly, heighten
feelings of alienation for GLBQ youth. Were sexual minority students to find out that
homophobia is non-normative, or that support is fairly common, GLBQ youth may be
more inclined to seek and expect support among peers.
In summary, current GLBQ school climate surveys may have limited value in
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portraying a picture of peer aspects of school climate and may have unintended, negative
consequences. These surveys do not accurately assess the prevalence of perpetrators’
anti-gay behaviors or attitudes because they only measure the frequency with which
students experience or witness homophobic acts. Inaccurate assumptions about the
normative prevalence of homophobic attitudes or behaviors my have the unintended
consequence of supporting and fueling homophobic harassment and violence while
suppressing supportive and affirming gestures.
Purpose of the Study
This study has three main purposes. The first was to work with a focus group of
GLBQ students to investigate which questions they would ask their peers to better
understand the homophobia and GLBQ support in their school. The second purpose was
to administer these GLBQ-designed questions to five school districts’ eighth, tenth and
twelfth graders to determine students’ own level of comfort with gays, lesbians and
bisexuals and also to determine the accuracy of their perceptions of their peers’ comfort
with gays, lesbians and bisexuals. The final purpose is to look for variables differentiate
the most GLBQ supportive from the most homophobic students. These purposes will lead
to suggestions for strategies to increase GLB students comfort at school, empower
bystanders to intervene when they witness homophobia and inhibit homophobic students’
anti-gay behavior.
Research Questions
The following five research questions summarize the focus of my research and are
related to the purposes described above.
1. What peer-related behaviors, attitudes, language, etc. do gay, lesbian, bisexual
and questioning (GLBQ) high school students think are most revealing of
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2.
3.

4.
5.

their peers’ level of homophobia or GLBQ support?
What homophobic or gay-supportive behaviors and attitudes are normative
among the majority heterosexual students in the sample?
How accurate are GLBQ students’ perceptions of the behaviors, attitudes,
language, etc, that GLBQ students themselves think are most revealing of
their peers’ level of homophobia or GLBQ support?
How does a student’s own attitudes toward gays, lesbians and bisexual
compare to their perceptions of other’s attitudes toward sexual minorities?
How are the most and least homophobic students similar and different from
one another?
Significance of the Study

This study is significant for three reasons: (1) it involves GLB youth in designing
questions for a school climate survey; (2) it explores the impact of social norms
marketing on GLBQ students and bystanders and perpetrators of homophobia; and (3) it
explores the use of social norms theory in thinking about social justice issues and
designing “environmental” strategies for the reduction of the individual and interpersonal
manifestations of oppression.
Involving GLB Youth in Research Design
This study represents the first time that GLBQ youth have been involved in the
formative stages of designing school climate survey questions. Other studies of peerrelated school climate have asked about peer homophobic attitudes and behaviors but the
questions have been designed by adults to investigate what they feel is important to know
about GLBQ youth. This study is interested in finding out from GLBQ youth themselves
what questions they want answered to assess peer-related school climate.
Impact of Social Norms Marketing
The second significance of this study is the implication of its findings for
reducing homophobia in schools. If surveys of high school student bodies find that
“most” students report GLBQ-supportive attitudes, then marketing these supportive
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norms may have a positive impact on school climate. Publicizing gay-supportive peer
norms may: (1) make GLBQ students feel more comfortable in their school, (2) empower
bystanders to interrupt homophobia when they witness it (Fabiano, et al. 2004,
Berkowitz, 2004), and (3) inhibit homophobic students from acting on their anti-gay
beliefs.
GLB Students
Numerous authors have speculated that the reason problems like suicidality,
substance abuse, sexually transmitted infections (especially HIV), homelessness, and
school drop-out rates are so high among GLBQ youth is because of the alienation and
homophobia they experience (Gibson 1989;Hershberger et al., 1993; Remafedi et al,
1993). Over-perceiving homophobic attitudes may lead GLBQ students to feel that they
have no peers who would be supportive of them. This may lead to a heightened feeling of
alienation (Turkovsky, 2000). If support of GLB youth is actually the norm, and this
social norm were to be marketed to students, the alienation sexual minority youth
experience may diminish thereby reducing the self-destructive behaviors sometimes
associated with internalized homophobia (Hetrick & Martin, 1987).
The need for GLBQ students to receive support from one another is likely to
continue no matter how prevalent GLBQ-positive support is found to be in the schools.
However, should this study find that “most” students in a school are supportive of their
sexual minority peers, GLBQ support groups might shift in purpose from a group that
offers an oasis from homophobic hostility, to a place where a minority can congregate to
discuss issues pertinent to their community and concentrate on social identity
development.
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Bystanders
A better understanding of actual behavioral norms among all students would be
helpful to students who become bystanders to homophobia. If, for example, a student
calls a peer “fag” or “dyke”, everyone who hears that insult becomes a bystander. These
observers then have a choice to ignore the behavior or intervene on behalf of the target.
Even if the target of the name-calling is not GLBQ, this type of name-calling creates an
unsupportive school environment for all, particularly students who are gay, lesbian,
bisexual and questioning. Given that studies have found that most students hear
homophobic name-calling (Antonucci, 1996; GLSEN, 2003), empowering bystanders to
address verbal harassment and taunting becomes important to improving school climate
(Berkowitz, 2003a).
Perpetrators
It may be that homophobic attitudes are not normative among students (Dubuque,
2002). If gay-tolerant or supportive norms are present, and marketed to all students in a
school, homophobic students’ anti-gay behaviors may be inhibited. For the perpetrators
of homophobia, having a more accurate picture of peer attitudes toward GLBs may
reduce violence or other expressions of homophobia (Berkowitz, 2003c).
New Method of Social Justice Research and Practice
This study has significance for researchers and practitioners of social justice. The
social norms approach has already been successfully applied to sexism reduction
(Berkowitz, 2003b) and is likely to prove useful in addressing other issues of oppression.
The application of social norms theory to the social justice education field may represent
a new “mass-market” or “environmental” approach to reducing bias and discrimination.
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Definition of Terms
For the purposes of this study, the following definition of key terms will be used:
GLBQ-supportive: The attitudes, behaviors, beliefs, or assumptions that affirm the

acceptability of sexual minority orientations.
Homophobia or Homophobic: Attitudes, behaviors, beliefs, or assumptions that affirm

heterosexuality as the only acceptable sexual orientation. Homophobia is believed
to be normative in public schools and the culture at large (Blumenfeld, 1992).
Normative: Describes behaviors or attitudes that are common or normal to a majority

(more than 50%) of a population.
Peer-related school climate: The safety of a school for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and

transgender students as it is related to behaviors practice by heterosexual peers.
Typically the peer-related part of school climate is gauged by surveys that ask

students about the frequency of observing or experiencing homophobic taunting,
harassment, physical harassment, and physical violence.
Perceived norms: Used to describe a group or individual’s assumption that a particular

belief or behavior is normative among a majority, over 50%, of peers.
Physical assault: Physical assault is constituted by a single occurrence of violence

perpetrated against a student who is perceived to be gay, lesbian, bisexual, or
transgender. Assaults ranges in severity from hitting and kicking to punching,
beating, or assault with a deadly weapon. Sexual assault also falls into this
category.
Physical harassment: Physical harassment is a pattern of violence directed at a student

perceived to be gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender that is threatening rather
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than physically damaging. Physical harassment may include shoving, bumping,
trapping, hitting, kicking, or punching.
School climate: The conditions in a school that make if feel safe or unsafe to GLBQ

students.
School safety: A student’s sense of their freedom to disclose their sexual orientation at

school without fear of harassment, abuse or assault. A student’s sense of parity
with heterosexual students in public expressions of affection for a partner of the
same sex is included as well as the institutional policies related to same-sex
participation school events such as proms are also included in school safety.
Social norms marketing: The advertising of a positive social norms to a community or

population that under-perceives its existence. Usually social norms messages are
marketed using posters, public service announcements or messages on “give¬
aways” such as water bottles or Frisbees.
Social norms theory:

The theory that describes the phenomenon of over perceiving

negative attitudes or behaviors in a community or population.
Verbal harassment: When homophobic taunting becomes repetitive it takes on a dynamic

of verbal harassment. A student perceived to be gay, lesbian, bisexual, or
transgender may experience this pattern as perpetrated by one or several students.
Verbal harassment may include comments that are meant to be emotionally
insulting and/or physically or sexually threatening.
Structure of the Dissertation
Chapter two provides a review of the literature on Social Norms Theory, Research
and Marketing and that is directly pertinent to this study. Chapter three details the
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methods used (1) to identify, write and test questions that GLB students want to answer
in assessing the safety of their schools to GLBQ youth and (2) to collect and analyze the
data. Chapter four is a presentation of the data and results of the study. Chapter five
synthesizes the data analyses and literature as it discusses the findings from Chapter 4. It
also examines the implications of these findings in the context of relevant current
published work. Chapter six suggests ways practioners and researchers can use this study
in the future.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
This literature review for this dissertation will focus on what has been written
about the research, theory and practice of social norms marketing. Social norms theory is
a recent addition to the public health literature and has primarily focused on the reduction
of abusive drinking among college students. Since the beginning of the new millennium,
studies like the one conducted for this dissertation have broadened the use of social
norms theory to help researchers understand and practitioners intervene in manifestations
of oppression and discrimination in large (student) populations. In particular I focus on
homophobic discrimination and oppression.
In order to situate this new body of literature in the chronology of social justice
education literature, I have reached back nearly a hundred years to examine some
psychological and sociological theories that inspired this new public health theory. This
evolving literature has a great deal to contribute to our current understanding of the
perpetuation of homophobia.
Not reviewed here is the literature on GLB social identity or adolescent
development. I conducted a review of this research for my comprehensive examination
papers (Turkovsky, 2000). The studies and theories in these fields that are relevant to the
interpretation of this study’s results will be explained and referenced contextually in
Chapter 5 to analyze and interpret my findings, and in Chapter 6 to support my
recommendations for future research and practice.
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The Social Norms Approach
The “social norms approach” and theory were initially conceived to explain
college binge drinking (Perkins, 1986). Social norms theory was bom when researcher
Wesley Perkins, a sociologist, applied the group dynamics lens of his field to the Public
Health issue of college binge drinking. He and colleague Alan Berkowitz explored the
traditional theories of group norm influence in relationship to college students’ use of
alcohol.
Norms are fundamental to understanding social order as well as variation in
human behavior (Campbell, 1964; Durkheim 1951). Group norms reflected in the
dominant or most typical attitudes, expectations and behaviors not only
characterize these groups but also regulate group members’ actions to perpetuate
the collective norm. Indeed, norms can be powerful agents of control as “choices”
of behavior are framed by these norms and as the course of behavior most
commonly taken is typically in accordance with normative directives of
“reference groups” that are most important to the individual. (Perkins, 2002, p.
164)
The researchers assumed, based on the existing information on group norms, that
college students were making decisions about how much and how often to drink based on
their perceptions of peer norms. Further, Perkins and Berkowitz suspected that students
inaccurately perceived their peers’ drinking norms.
To test their theory, Perkins and Berkowitz began testing group norms' influence
on college drinking behavior by adding new survey items to their college’s annual
student health questionnaire. In addition to asking the standard drinking behavior
questions that had been solicited for more than a decade, they also asked students about
their perceptions of their peers’ drinking norms. Perkins and Berkowitz’s suspicions were
confirmed; students dramatically over-estimated both the frequency and the quantity with
which their peers’ used alcohol (Perkins & Berkowitz, 1986).
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Northern Illinois University prevention specialist, Michael Haines, read about
Perkins’ and Berkowitz’s pioneering research and replicated their survey on his own
campus (Haines, 1996). Finding nearly identical results, Haines began trying to use this
information about the influence of peer norm perceptions to change the unhealthy
drinking behaviors that had plagued colleges and universities for decades.
The theory holds that if students perceive something to be the norm, they tend to
alter their behavior to fit that norm, even if it isn’t reality. If, however, they are
presented with the actual norm, they will conform to it. So if students think heavy
drinking is normal, they’ll drink more. If they think responsible drinking is
normal, they’ll drink more responsibly. (Haines, 1996, p. 32)
With Haines leading the way, several colleges used their “actual” drinking norms
as part of a media campaign to correct students’ overestimation of their peers’ abusive
drinking behaviors. To everyone’s delight, the approach provided swift and impressive
results in reducing the frequency of heavy drinking and also in reducing the amount
consumed when students used alcohol (Haines & Spear, 1996; Johannessen et al., 1999).
Schools used posters, newspaper ads, and “give-aways” (water bottles, Frisbees, pens,
rulers, etc.) with a social norms message, such as “Most Evergreen Students Have 0-4
Drinks When They Party.” Examples of marketing materials may be found in Appendix
E.
A year after this approach was launched, decreases were found in student
misperceptions of peer drinking norms and, most importantly, in actual alcohol use rates
(Haines & Baker, 2003). Students began drinking less as their perceptions of their
campus alcohol norms became more accurate. As the approach was maintained and
refined, the effects became more dramatic and statistically significant (Fabiano, 2003;
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Foss et al., 2003; Jeffrey et al., 2003; Johannessen, et al., 1999; Linkenbach, & Perkins,
2003b; Perkins & Craig, 2002).
Skeptics of the approach question whether students are actually moderating their
alcohol use or rather simply changing their answers on school health surveys. To address
this concern, schools using the social norms approach triangulated survey results with
two other sources of data (Grace-Bishop, 2003, Haines, 1999). Researchers demonstrated
reductions in self reported consequences of use, e.g. instances of drinking and driving or
missed classes because of a hangover. The use of “objective data” from sources such as
campus security, local police logs, alcohol-related emergency room admissions and other
campus data sources were used to demonstrate a downward trend in alcohol-related
sexual assaults, sexually transmitted infections, drinking and driving arrests, campus
vandalism, and assault and battery charges (Haines, 1999). A research team from the
University of North Carolina conducted a study to confirm the accuracy of self-reports by
interviewing students and confirming their alcohol consumption with a Breathalyzer
(Foss, 2004). Foss and his team found that students were, in fact consuming what they
reported they were and may even be slightly over reporting use. While a few staunch
skeptics remain, they have yet to identify credible flaws in the results or methodology of
the social norms approach.
Currently, social norms theory has been used in “environmental” alcohol
reduction campaigns, such as those described above and featured in Appendix E, and in
small group and individual interventions (Far & Miller, 2003; Marlat, et al., 1998).
Individual interventions are frequently indicated for students whose alcohol abuse has
escalated and resulted in consequences such as decreased grades and academic probation;
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college or university sanctions for policy violations; and vandalism, intoxicated driving
or other alcohol related legal violations.
In the past four years, researchers and practitioners of social norms marketing
have begun to explore the application of the social norms approach to social justice issues
(Dubuque, 2002; Fabiano, 2000; Fabiano et ah. 2004). Several researchers have
investigated the role of normative theory in men’s attitudes toward women and sexual
assault prevention (Berkowitz, 1998, 2002; Bruce, 2002; Fabiano et al., 2004;
Hillenbrand-Gunn et al., 2004; Rodriguez et al., 2003; Stein & Barnett, 2004; White et
al., 2003). These researchers have found that men tend to be uncomfortable with other
men’s denigrating comments about women and women’s bodies, and yet they assume
that they are alone in their discomfort (Berkowitz, 1994; Bruce, 2002; Kilmartin, 1999).
This was the case for students from Mary Washington College course reported in
Berkowitz’s (2003b) article on the social justice applications of social norms theory.
As part of a course at Mary Washington College (MWC), students designed a
survey containing twelve scenarios in which sexist behavior was exhibited within
all-male peer groups, including examples of sexual objectification of women,
coercive sexuality, and sexist stereotypes. Participants were asked to rate the level
of discomfort for themselves, a close male friend, and the average male student on
campus. Results were consistent with social norms theory: all men underestimated
their friends’ and other men’s discomfort with sexist language in all-male peer
groups. (Berkowitz, 2003b, p. 273)
The MWC students used their survey results to create a marketing campaign
aimed at correcting male students’ misperceptions of their peers’ sexist language. When
the survey was repeated one month after the marking materials appeared on campus,
there was a reduction in students’ misperceptions of the “average MWC male’s” attitudes
toward women (Berkowitz, 2003b).
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In a similar pilot study, Bruce (2002) conducted a survey among James Madison
University (JMU) male students and found misperceptions similar to those established in
the MWC study. Using his data, three messages were developed then marketed to men
using posters displayed on campus and in the dorms. As reported in Berkowitz (2003b)
three messages were developed:
•

•
•

A man always prevents manipulation. 3 out of 4 JMU men think it’s not

OK to pressure a date to drink alcohol in order to increase their chances of
getting their date to have sex.
A man talks before romance. Most JMU men believe that talking before
sex doesn’t ruin the romance of the moment.
A man respects a woman. 9 out of 10 JMU men stop the first time their
date says no to sexual activity.

Bruce not only found that his campaign improved the awareness of male peers’ actual
beliefs, he also confirmed reductions in sexually aggressive behavior on the campus.
Within the treatment group of men, there was a significant increase in the percentage of
men who reported that they “stop the first time a date says no to sexual activity” (Bruce,

2002).
In addition to investigating the role of social norms in the perpetuation of sexism,
and sexual assault on women, social norms researchers have also begun to investigate
hidden “egalitarian yearnings” among most students (Fabiano, 2000). To date, two
studies have looked at actual and perceived attitudes toward sexual minorities among
college students. Bowen and Bourgeouis (2001) conducted a survey with 109 college
dorm residents and found two important trends. First, most students held less
homophobic attitudes than they believed their peers held. The second was that in cases in
which a student lived on a dorm floor or in a building with one or two GLB students, that
student was more likely to hold GLB-supportive attitudes. The second social norms study
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of homophobic attitudes conducted by Dubuque et al. (2002) similarly found that college
students tend to underestimate their peers’ GLB-supportive attitudes.
All of the previous research on homophobia has been undertaken with the goal of
changing the behavior of the agent population (Bowen & Bourgeois 2001; Dubuque et
ah, 2002; Fabiano, 2000; Smolinsky, 2001). This study differs from the approach taken
by other researchers because it is primarily concerned with the feelings and expectations
for their peers of the target population. Unlike other studies, changes in the behavior or
attitudes of the agent group are of less immediate research interest. This study makes the
assumption that improving GLB students’ sense of safety at school may not necessarily
be dependent on achieving a change in the way their peers feel or behave about GLB
populations. Were students to actually be surrounded by peers who are believe
themselves to be supportive of sexual minorities, simply finding out this norm may
reduce their feelings of isolation and self-loathing. Further research on the confirmation
of this link will be discussed in Chapter 5.
Origins of the Social Norms Approach

Psychologist Floyd Henry Allport first sowed the seeds for modern social norms
marketing theory in 1924 with his publication of Social Psychology. In it Allport coined
two terms, “The Impression of Universality” and “Social Projections.” The “impression
of universality” occurs when an individual assumes that an unseen group or majority
shares his or her own opinions. The opinions that are now assumed to be universal are
then projected back onto the majority which is called “Social Projection.” Allport
describes this process in the following way:
The response which we imagine to be universal is a ‘projection’ of our own
response. By a circular effect, moreover, this same response comes back to us
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with all the reinforcement that large numbers bring. The sequence is therefore for
as follows: (1) we react to the common object of attention; (2) we assume the
attitude and belief that others are reacting in the same way, and interpret their
expressions so far as seen with that meaning; and (3) our response is increased all
the more because of this (assumed) agreement and support of the others. (Allport,
1924, p. 307)
Daniel Katz, a student of Allport’s, married these two concepts into the term
“pluralistic ignorance” in his book, co-authored with Allport, Student Attitudes (1931).
Pluralistic ignorance refers to the belief others operate in a “false” world of beliefs about
others attitudes and behaviors, and make decisions about the acceptability of their
attitudes and behaviors based on erroneous presumptions.
In Student Attitudes, Katz and Allport found that students were more likely to
cheat on an exam if they believed that there were high rates of cheating among their peers
(Katz & Allport, 1931). This is quite similar to the social norms theory that students are
more likely to drink abusively when they erroneously believe their peers drink more, and
more often, than is actually the case (Perkins & Berkowitz, 1986).
Katz and Allport also observed that most college fraternity members were in favor
of increasing the racial diversity in their houses, yet they excluded men of color because
they assumed their “brothers” would not support rushing a more racially mixed group of
pledges. From the beginning, the concept of “pluralistic ignorance” (now
reconceptualized as social norms theory) was used to explain the impact of assumed peer
attitudes on a group's beliefs and behavior.
Pluralistic ignorance is discussed frequently in literature on social norms theory as
it relates to social justice issues and alcohol abuse reduction (Berkowitz, 2003b; Hanes &
Baker, 2003; Lambert, Kahn, & Apple, 2003; Prentice & Miller, 1993). Katz and
Allport’s work is also cited when the foundations of social justice education are discussed
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in foundational graduate courses on Social Justice Education such as those taken by the
author.
Following Katz & Allport’s 1931 creation of a theory of pluralistic ignorance, the
first time their work was cited was in 1936, by E. B. Bolton who investigated whites’
attitudes toward African American civil rights. Bolton’s article was not cited in any later
work and represents a temporary dead-end to the applications of Katz and Allport’s
theory.
Almost a half-century later, in 1975, Hubert O’Gorman continued Katz and
Allport’s work on racial attitudes by conducting a secondary analysis of a 1968 national
survey of American’s attitudes toward racial segregation. When reviewing this data set,
O’Gorman noticed a gap between whites’ “actual” attitudes toward racial segregation and
their perceptions of other whites’ attitudes. He wrote:
The issue at stake here is not the validity of the massive array of data upon which
these findings rest; that a significant and rapid shift in white racial opinion, as
measured by standard survey techniques, has occurred seems beyond informed
dispute. What can be questioned is the incompleteness of an otherwise imposing
set of data that, characteristically, have not taken into account white perceptions
of white opinion. For it could well be the case that although fewer whites endorse
segregation now than ten, fifteen, or twenty year ago, their numbers may be
exaggerated by more liberal whites, whose mistaken beliefs inadvertently and
paradoxically strengthen racial values they themselves do not hold. In short,
pluralistic ignorance among whites regarding actual prevailing white opinion my
provide a potentially important source of cultural support for racial segregation.

(O’Gorman, 1975, p. 314, my italics)
O’Gorman finds support for the notion that whites assume others whites to be
more supportive of racial segregation than is actually the case. Further, this incorrect
assumption — that the majority of whites supported segregation — was correlated with an
individuals’ belief that whites had the right to “keep blacks out of their neighborhoods.”
When whites perceived high “peer” support for segregation, they were less likely to
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support racial integration in housing. This was true even when respondents themselves
supported other types of desegregation (O’Gorman, 1975).
The next research application of Katz and Allport’s concept of pluralistic
ignorance occurred when Fields and Schuman (1977) conducted a study about racial
attitudes in Detroit. They were interested to test O’Gorman’s earlier results and described
their research aims in this way:
Thus, persons who favor “open housing” in a confidential interview situation
might be unwilling to express that attitude in more public ways (for example, by
endorsing a petition favoring open housing) for fear of upsetting their neighbors.
So stated, it is not the neighbor’s actual beliefs that are critical, but rather the
respondent’s beliefs about those beliefs. (Fields & Schuman, 1977, p. 428, my
italics)
The Fields and Shuman study was extraordinary in its methods and findings.
Using a cluster sampling strategy, respondents were asked their own opinions about
several scenarios, and were then asked to guess about the responses of neighbors and the
majority of Detroit to the same scenarios. Each network of individual’s neighbors was
also interviewed and enough neighborhoods across the city were surveyed to generate a
representative sample of Detroit. The researchers found that most respondents assumed
that others shared their views. When participants did not assume others’ agreement with
their views, they were most likely to assume more conservative (racist) attitudes on the
part of others. Respondents who expressed the most conservative attitudes were most
likely to assume others’ shared their beliefs.
This early research on the impact of pluralistic ignorance supports the notion
investigated in the current study, that there is likely to be an over-perception of peer
homophobia among secondary school students (and other groups) and that this perception
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makes bystanders less likely to intervene and perpetrators more likely to carry out
homophobic aggression (Berkowitz, 1993b).
A body of literature that runs parallel that of pluralistic ignorance theorizes about
the role of bystanders. Numerous authors throughout the years have looked at bystanders’
role in numerous issues of oppression including sexism, racism and anti-Semitism. Most
notably, theorists and researchers have looked at the critical function of bystanders to the
Nazi Holocaust. In his article on lessons from the Holocaust for antiracist educators,
Geoffrey Short aptly quotes the British politician Edmund Burke who said, “The one
condition necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing” (Short, 1999, p.
49).
Author Christopher Browning, (1992), in an effort to understand how the
Holocaust could have happened, focused on a Polish reserve police battalion that killed
more than forty thousand Jews in an eleven-month period. The working and lowermiddle-class men who carried out these thousands of murders were in their thirties and
forties and were from an area of Poland that was not particularly supportive of the Nazi
agenda. The most extraordinary fact about this story is that none of the men in Battalion
101 were compelled to participate in the killings. Their battalion commander made quite
clear that there would be no punishment for opting out of the “mission”. Nonetheless,
only 10-20% of the men withdrew from the assignment. Rather than concluding there
was a particular configuration of individual psychologies at work for these men, as
previous studies had done, Browning concluded that there was an assumption among the
remaining 80-90% of the men that all the others condoned the murders. In other words,
Browning used Katz and Allport’s theory of pluralistic ignorance to explain the mass
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murders perpetrated by men who were not likely to have necessarily been personally antiSemitic. (It is interesting to note that Browning is now involved in understanding the role
of bystander issues in school bullying.)
In a recent article, noted Holocaust researcher and survivor Ervin Staub discusses
the contemporary role of bystanders in issues of foreign policy (1996). Based on his
research of World War II, Staub predicts that passivity in the face of the recent spike in
international genocide and mass aggression (Rwanda, Yugoslavia, Iraq) will escalate the
violence (Staub, 1996). Unless nation-bystanders intervene on behalf of targeted groups
(such as the Tutsis in Rwanda), support for genocide and aggression is assumed by the
perpetrators. Aggressors feel justified in their violence (Clay, 1999). To be sure,
perpetrators globally, who have designs of “cleansing” their own country of unwanted
populations, do not fail to notice the lack of swift and determined intervention by
bystander nations such as in Sudan and Darfur.
The key to both pluralistic ignorance and the bystander effect is that they are not
functions of individual psychological processes. Instead it is the impact of imagined
audiences and their presumed attitudes that are understood in this theory to be crucial
determinants of a person’s own reactions and behaviors. Therefore, individually oriented
analyses of the role of factors such as family history, personal experiences or biological
influences are, in this framework, supplanted by the function of presumed peer1 norms.
Current uses of bystander theory can be seen in bullying prevention literature and
sexual harassment prevention (Browning, Cohen, & Warman, 2003; Lynch & Fleming,
2005). Lynch and Fleming (2005) note:
Prevention education has emerged as an alternative to the victim and perpetratororiented approaches used in the past. One sexual violence prevention approach
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focuses on educating and empowering the bystander to become a point of ethical
intervention. In this model, bystanders to sexual violence become active agents
working to move their communities toward ethical and respectful versions of
sexual behavior, (p. 27)
Summary

The study that follows is an attempt to understand the influence of pluralistic
ignorance on gay, lesbian, bisexual and question students’ sense of safety at school
through the more recent conceptualization of social norms methodology. Additionally,
there will be some investigation of the role of peer perceptions on the heterosexual
majority surveyed. While not explicitly investigated, it is assumed that the peer norms
examined may contribute to a bystander effect for students who witness anti-gay offenses
as common as insensitive uses of words such as “fag” or “homo” or as appalling, albeit
infrequent, as physical assault.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Introduction

My five research questions are:
1. What peer-related behaviors, attitudes, language, etc. do gay, lesbian, bisexual
and questioning (GLBQ) high school students think are most revealing of
their peers’ level of homophobia or GLBQ support?
2. What homophobic or gay-supportive behaviors and attitudes are normative
among the majority heterosexual students in the sample?
3. How accurate are GLBQ students’ perceptions of the behaviors, attitudes,
language, etc, that GLBQ students themselves think are most revealing of
their peers’ level of homophobia or GLBQ support?
4. How does a student’s own attitudes toward gays, lesbians and bisexual
compare to their perceptions of other’s attitudes toward sexual minorities?
5. How are the most and least homophobic students similar and different from
one another?

The methods to address these questions are both qualitative and quantitative. Qualitative
methods, in this case focus groups, were used to answer Research Question 1.
Quantitative methods, a paper and pen survey, were employed to answer the remaining
four research questions.
Overview of Site Selection
Site selection was the first step in designing the overall methods for this study
since participants for the focus groups would need to be drawn from the group that would
eventually be surveyed. This meant that the site would need to have both a school (or
schools) willing to allow a quantitative survey administered to at least a representative
sample of their student body and an accessible GLB youth group that could help me
design survey questions. Each of these necessities posed a separate and formidable
hurdle.
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The ideal methodology for the quantitative portion of this study would have
included a multi-item, study-dedicated questionnaire administered to a representative
sample of students from across Massachusetts. However, schools in this decade
experience a number of barriers to surveying students. The first is that it takes valuable
time away for learning. There is an ever-shrinking amount of classroom time available
for anything beyond standardized testing preparation. Even so-called elective classes like
Art, Health, and Physical Education have been scaled back or eliminated because extra
time is needed for standardized test preparation. (It should be noted that shrinking school
budgets are also to blame for reduced availability of elective classes.) The second barrier
to conducting a stand-alone survey for this study is the considerable logistics of testing:
the coordination of students, classrooms, teachers, principals and parents.
The new “No Child Left Behind Act” stipulates that most surveys conducted with
public school students must have active parental consent, meaning parents must sign and
return a form to opt their child into the survey. Broad, active consent is all but impossible
to achieve. Consent forms sent home to parents are frequently misplaced or ignored
making it a poor means of achieving a representative sample of student participants.
Active parental consent also introduces a bias as those parents who support a survey and
have the organizational skills to return a permission slip are likely to be different
inherently from those who do not consent to participation.
The last barrier to conducting a stand-alone survey relates to the students
themselves. In my job-related work, helping schools implement school health surveys,
teachers have noted anecdotally that students dislike responding to questionnaires.
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Because of all these formidable barriers to a stand-alone survey, and the fact that
this study is formative in nature, I decided to instead gain access to a school district’s pre¬
existing student survey. The one most widely used is a health survey. Schools in
Massachusetts are required to survey their students at least once every two years for
health behavior data to maintain wellness grants.
Through my professional networks, I had connections to four separate groups
that collaborated on a county- or geographic area-wide, multi-district school health
survey that has been administered annually for at least three years. Of these four groups,
two have established community or school-based GLB support groups from which I
could draw focus group participants. One of these two had a community-based, wellattended GBL support group with a hard-to-reach coordinator. An additional challenge to
this choice was that the schools had a history of being contentious and slow in their
survey design process, and at least one district in the group was expected to be at least
moderately resistant to implementing any question that asked about GLB issues. The area
I had worked with that had always had the most responsive and open schools was the
group approached for permission to include study questions in their annual school health
survey.
To gain access I approached a consortium of five districts that calls itself the
“Washington” County School Health Task Force. The Task Force is actually coordinated
by a community-based nonprofit with whom I collaborate professionally. I asked the
Task Force for permission to add questions to their survey for my dissertation. All
schools were enthusiastic about the topic of the questions and felt they would be a useful
addition to their survey. As none of the Task Force participants are principals or
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superintendents, they needed time to check with the appropriate person in their district to
confirm approval. One month later, after each district obtained full administrative
consent, I was allowed limited access. Three to five questions were allotted for my study,
which, in the end, was stretched to six.
My six questions were added to the other 94 that made up the student health
survey. The full student health survey included questions on demographics, substance
use/abuse, sexuality, school safety and violence, mental health, adult support and
fitness/nutrition issues. The full survey appears in Appendix C.
Site Demographics
Survey participants were eighth, tenth and twelfth grade students from five public
high schools in Washington County, Massachusetts. The sample included all students in
the three grades and therefore all genders, socio-economic backgrounds, races, religions
present in these schools. The exception would be special education students. Students
who function at grade level were all surveyed. Those who do not speak English fluently,
or are disabled such that they are not in a mainstream classroom, were not included
because of concerns for confidentiality (students who would require high levels of
support to take the survey might not be able to be guaranteed the anonymity and
confidentiality of other students).
According to 2000 census data, the five school districts vary demographically.
Two of the districts, which I have labeled “Suburban” and “Suburban/Rural Regional”,
fall into the lowest category for median household income ($15,000 to $35,000 annually).
All towns in the county are 95 to 99% white with the exception of one suburban sized
town and two rural ones. All the districts but one serve more than one town and all of

them participated in a school choice program, meaning any family from any town can
apply to attend if parents agree to provide their own transportation. The largest regional
school district serves eight rural towns in one centralized 7-12 grade building, with each
town maintaining their own individual elementary school.
Educationally, three districts of the five vary slightly. According to the 2000
census, two of the districts (labeled “Suburban” and “Large Rural Regional”) have a fouryear college placement rate of less than 40%. Two others (labeled “Small Rural Regional
and “Small Suburban/Rural Regional”) have a rate of 40 to 50%. One (“Medium Rural
Regional”) has a rate of 60 to 70%. The two poorest districts in the county fall into the
highest category of high school dropout, 5 to 15%. There is fairly wide variation in adult
college education across the five districts. For a summary of these details see Table 1.

Table 1 - “Washington” County Demographics
Demographic

Household
income
Public
Assistance
White
4-Year
College
Placement
Drop out
Adult
College
Educated

Suburban

Large
Rural
Regional

Medium
Rural
Regional

Small
Rural
Regional

Small
Rural/Suburban
Regional

15K-35K

40K-50K

35K-60K

40K-50K

15K-35K

5%-10%

1 %-4%

0%-2%

l%-3%

4%-5%

90%-95%

95%-100%

95%-l 00%

95%-l 00%

95%-l 00%

<40%

<40%

60%-70%

40%-50%

40%-50%

5%-15%

3%-4%

0%-l%

4%-5%

5%-15%

20%-25%

25%-45%

40%+

20%-35%

0%-20%

Politically, all towns voted overwhelmingly for John Kerry in the 2004
presidential election and nearly all towns voted overwhelmingly for A1 Gore in the 2000
presidential election. This is typical of both the state and the region. Additionally, in the
2002 gubernatorial primary election, most towns in the county voted for one of two

30

progressive gubernatorial candidates, making them appear more “liberal” generally than
most of the rest of the region.
Once I gained access Washington County schools, I moved on to planning and
implementing the research methodology. The methods in this chapter were divided into
three main sections: Survey design and testing, Survey implementation and Survey
analysis.
Part 1 - Survey Design and Testing

To answer Research Question 1, “What peer-related behaviors, attitudes,
language, etc. do gay, lesbian, bisexual and questioning (GLBQ) high school students
think are most revealing of their peers’ level of homophobia or GLBQ support?”
qualitative methods were employed to create the survey questions that help to answer the
rest of the research questions. The investigation of research questions 2 through 5 is
predicated on the results of Question 1. Therefore, the results for Research Question 1
will be reported in this chapter and the rest will be reported in Chapter 4.
In order to explore the indicators GLB students felt were a sign of peer gaysupport or homophobia, focus group interviews were conducted with GLB youth. Once
completed, to test for internal validity, several focus groups were conducted with general
student-body groups from two schools of the five who participate in the regional school
health survey. These two steps are Part la and Part lb for this section and discussed
chronologically and separately below.
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Part 1A - Gay, Lesbian, and Bisexual Student Focus Groups
Section Summary
Nine gay, lesbian, bisexual and questioning members of a school-based youth
support group were focus group interviewed two times to assist in the design of survey
questions that would assess gay, lesbian, bisexual and questioning (GLBQ) students’
what homophobic and supportive behaviors, beliefs and attitudes were felt. Fifteen
questions were drafted in the first interview. During the second focus group, students
were asked to further edit the questions and narrow their brainstormed options to three
questions that would be added to their student health survey.
Because this study is following a social norms model, each question the focus
group participants designed to inquire about students’ own feelings had to be paired with
a question I designed that asked about perceptions of peer feelings. For example, the
question, “How comfortable are you with gays, lesbians and bisexuals?” that the focus
group designed had to be accompanied by the question, “How comfortable are most
students with gay, lesbian, and bisexuals?” Because of this, every question the focus
group designed actually became two questions.
Method Selection
In order to design survey questions GLB students’ beliefs and experiences of peer
gay-positive support and homophobia needed to be explored. Both focus groups and
individual interviews were possible methodologies. My preferred method was individual
interviews because of the potential for more in-depth responses and a non-distracting
environment. “Interviews are particularly useful for getting the story behind a
participant’s experiences. The interviewer can pursue in-depth information around the
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topic.” (McNamara, 1999) Unfortunately, the students most appropriate for interviews
are often not open with their parents about their sexual orientation and not able to meet
me for interviews. Consequently, a focus group in a school was chosen because
individual, parental consent was not needed (schools handle their own consent for
participation in school-day groups) and students are provided with transportation to and
from school.
Site Selection
For focus group recruitment, I initially attempted to obtain entry into the
community-based GLBQ social support group in Washington County. This group has a
long history of regular attendance from students from all five county school districts.
Unfortunately, the facilitator was already engaged in two other research studies that were
taking up the group’s time and energy and was understandably unwilling to divert more
time from the group’s purpose of peer support for a third study.
As a contingency, a school-based GLB peer support group was solicited. Only
one district of the five involved in Washington County’s school health survey had an
active, well-attended Gay Straight Alliance.
The group was facilitated by an educator/counselor employed by the local youth¬
servicing agency that hosts the community-based GLB youth support group. “John”, a
40+ year-old gay man who lives in the county, agreed to grant me access to the group for
one to two sessions with the understanding that I would return to share the survey results.
Participants for the GLBQ focus group were regular and occasional attendees of
their Gay Straight Alliance (GSA) in one of the high schools who participate in the fivedistrict school health survey administered annually. This group meets one time per week

for nearly two hours. The meeting time spans the three lunch periods that are part of the
student body’s daily schedule. This type of two or three lunch schedule is typical of
public schools and is designed to lighten the load on the schools’ cafeteria staff.
GSA participants are allowed by the school administration to miss part of their
class prior to or after their assigned lunch period for group participation if their teacher
allows it. Students are not necessarily required to tell their teacher they would like to miss
class to attend a GSA meeting, only that they would like to attend a program offered in
the school facilitated by another teacher. Students miss classes in this way at various
times of the school day for other programs. Generally, if teachers are not amenable to
excusing students for extracurricular activities during the regular school day, they inform
students in the beginning of the semester.
Consent and Confidentiality
All focus group participants were warned ahead of time and at their entry into the
room that a focus group was being conducted. Students were told that no names were
being recorded. If students did not wish to participate they were asked to skip the meeting
the day of the two focus groups. All students who attended chose to participate.
Although the school’s administration approved the interviews, none of the focus
groups were taped. In accordance with their written, Department of Education required
policies, no student’s name or voice could be recorded and no student’s words could be
reported individually or identifiably. Instead, I took written notes, which were read back
to participants frequently.
Those hand-written notes were then transcribed and translated into the list of
questions that appears in Appendix A. The original notes from the first interview were
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kept until the second interview was completed then were shredded. The notes from the
second interview were kept until the three questions were mailed to the survey creation
committee and the researcher had met with her entire committee, then were shredded.
Procedures and Results
Dates for the two focus groups were selected. The group's regular facilitator,
“John,” discussed study participation with students two consecutive weeks prior to the
focus group date. I provided pizza and soda as an incentive for students’ participation.
The first focus group of GLB students included 9 students ranging from 9th
through 11

grades. Because the Gay Straight Alliance meeting in this district is spread

across three lunch periods, the interview discussion started and stopped several times as
waves of students came in during their lunch period and in some cases students left to ask
their teacher if they could be excused from class to go back to the meeting.
These conditions made it impossible to have the focused, linear discussion I
would have liked. I began with questions such as, “What behaviors or other things do you
look for to figure out if a student at this school will be safe to come out to?” and “What
kinds of things do students at this school do or say that make you feel like this is a GLB
safe school or a homophobic one?” This line of questioning proved too complex for the
waxing and waning attention and attendance of the group. Finally, I focused on one
question, “What survey questions could we ask in this spring’s student survey that would
help us figure out if your school is mostly homophobic or has mostly GLB allies?”
With this guiding question, students generated twelve rough draft questions to
consider adding to the school health survey. I recorded all questions by hand and typed
them immediately following the focus group. I added three questions of my own to the
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list which focused in on some issues students were trying to address but were not as able
to articulate. These were questions 13 through 15 on the list of questions developed, and
appear in Appendix A.
Three weeks later, I returned to the Gay Straight Alliance for a second focus
group interview. Nine students attended, only four of who were previous participants.
This interview was devoted to narrowing the number of questions from 15 to 3. In order
to do this, each student was given a copy of the 15 questions and asked to pick their three
favorites. The adult adviser to the group was also asked to give his suggestions for the
best three. “John’s” votes were noted differently on my score sheet. I consolidated the
votes onto one copy of the survey and included them in Appendix B.
During this second focus group, some modifications were made to the questions.
One participant and the adult advisor to the group did not like the wording of the
response categories for Questions 4 through 6. The rough draft had the responses as a
five-point Likert scale with three response categories: “Not Comfortable At All”,
“Comfortable If I Don’t Have To See It At All”, and “Comfortable No Matter What”.
The comment by one participant was, “I’m bisexual and I’m not even comfortable with a
gay person no matter what. No matter what, is just too broad, how about “Totally
Comfortable?” The group then discussed several options for the most positive end of the
five point Likert scale. I later settled on “very comfortable”.
The adult facilitator of the group added to the discussion of the Likert scale by
suggesting that as written, “Comfortable If I Don’t Have To See It At All” is not really a
good mid point to the scale. The group agreed with him that this response didn’t really
represent a three on this particular scale but rather seemed more like a response that

would have a point value slightly above the lowest point in the scale, which is one. Again
the group discussed possible wording for the mid point of the Likert scale for Questions 4
through 6 which included the following suggestions, “Sometimes Comfortable”, “Mostly
Comfortable” “Kind of Comfortable”. I relied on my own judgment and my experience
focus group testing surveys with nearly two hundred teens and settled on the wording that
appears in Appendix B.
At the end of the focus group interview, I asked John to select his three top
choices and explain why he thought they were most appropriate. He chose one question
that was the second highest vote getter among the student participants, number 4, and two
questions that only one student each had chosen, numbers 11 and 12. His reasoning was
that he wanted one that could best assess students’ overall sense of comfort, which would
be accomplished through number 4, and two questions that delved into students’ concerns
that their peers would react differently if a gay person were the same sex as a
heterosexual peer. For this aspect, he choose 11 and 12 which ask how the survey
respondent would react if a friend of the same and opposite gender were to disclose being
gay or bisexual.
Having votes from nine gay, lesbian, and bisexual students and the group
facilitator, I took the results to my dissertation committee for discussion. I was tom
between choosing the highest vote getters and going with the logic that John had
purposed. Given that my first research question is, “What peer-related behaviors,
attitudes, language, etc. do gay, lesbian, bisexual and questioning (GLBQ) high school
students think are most revealing of their peers’ level of homophobia or GLBQ support”
it seemed to my committee that going with questions that most students voted for was the
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correct way to proceed. That left us with a tie between Question 1, “If people of the same
sex were kissing in the hallway, what would you do?” and Question 5, “How comfortable
are you with gay or bisexual people of the same sex as you?”
During the second focus group, John argued that in his discussion of the questions
with students from a different GLBQ youth group, overall discomfort with public
displays of affection came up. It was the opinion of other gay and bisexual youth that
Question 1 could elicit student’s general opinions on public displays of affection more
than opinions of gay or bisexual peers.
My committee and I felt like this was a compelling argument to break the tie in
favor of Question 5. While not choosing the questions that John had purposed, choosing
Questions 4, 5 and tel On gave create the same kinds of questions he had suggested.
Questions 4 and 10 give an overall picture of students’ reactions to gay and bisexual
peers while Question 5 can tap any difference in comfort students might have for peers of
the same sex that identify as sexual minority youth.
These three questions chosen from those designed by the focus groups were then
paired with a corresponding question about students’ perceptions of their peers’ answers
to these three questions. The complete list of six questions appears in Appendix C and the
beginning of the Survey Implementation section of this chapter.
Limitations
The most obvious limitation of these focus groups is that they don’t represent any
student who didn’t attend. That would be true of students in the school who didn’t attend,
all students from the other four school districts who participate in the regional school
health survey, and all school drop outs.
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A second important limitation is that focus group participants viewed their school
as an accepting place for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and questioning students. Conducting
survey design focus groups in a school with a less positive climate or with less
comfortable students might have elicited different questions.
Part IB - Field Testing of Full Survey
Section Summary
Prior experience with school surveys in Washington County led the Regional
School Health Taskforce to require field tests of surveys before implementation. Because
of my contribution to the survey and my experience pilot testing other health surveys, I
was asked to conduct focus groups to field test the entire school health survey.
The purpose of these interviews were to test the order, length and readability of
all 100 survey questions on a demographically diverse general population of students
thereby improving the survey’s construct validity. Three focus groups of 12-20 students
each were conducted in two study high schools and one study middle school. A second
aim was to ensure that the six questions used for this study were understandable to a
predominantly non-gay audience. Students in the focus groups were asked to spend the
first half of the class period filling out the survey as if they were taking it but told they
would actually keep their answers rather than handing them in. The average length of
survey completion was recorded for planning reasons. The second half of the interview
focused on going through each page of the survey to ask students if they would make any
changes to the questions or delete any questions all together.
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Method Selection
A focus group method was used for part one because of the need for in-depth
feedback on survey design. Having students read the survey and hand in written
comments was a less time intensive option. However, this method would have meant
giving up depth and, for students who do not like to write, any meaningful response at all.
Site Selection
Participants for the general student focus groups were drawn from a program
called “HARMONY”, which is a peer leadership program run by “Dena” a youth worker
from the same community-based, non-profit organization that coordinates the school
health survey for Washington County. HARMONY exists in two high schools and two
middle schools of the five districts that participate in the regional school health survey.
HARMONY was developed to assist “Dena” in designing, testing and
implementing social norms marketing projects. The campaigns use data on alcohol,
tobacco and other drug use to publicize the actual proportion of students who abstain
from substance use and abuse. The goal of the program is to reduce the proportion of
students who over estimate peer substance use and thereby eventually reduce the number
of students who use and abuse substances. HARMONY students are demographically
diverse including a mix of grades, genders, sexual orientations (tending mostly toward
heterosexual), races, academic achievement, and socioeconomic backgrounds.
Twelve to 20 students from each of three school-based HARMONY programs
participated in a focus group to test the full 100-question survey. Two of these groups
were at high schools and one was at a middle school. Students’ incentive for participation
was the opportunity to miss class during the class period the focus group was held.
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I facilitated the two high school focus groups with Dena observing. Dena then
solely facilitated the middle school focus group. Two middle school focus groups were
planned but one was canceled due to two separate snow days that occurred when
interviews were planned.
Consent and Confidentiality
Students elected to attend the focus group voluntarily. They had to ask their
classroom teacher to excuse them for the period in order to attend. Consequently, consent
for participation was clear if they arrived at the focus group.
Different than the GLB focus group, students were not asked to give any personal
or revealing information in this focus group. The groups were not tape-recorded because
it was not necessary given the interview’s objectives and because of the district’s policy
against tape-recording student’s voices. Therefore, there were no significant
confidentiality issues presented by these focus groups.
Procedures and Results
Each focus group was given a draft copy of the survey and asked to read it
carefully. Students were asked to complete the survey as if it were actually being
administered but were told they would not turn in their answers. Participants were
additionally encouraged to circle any questions or response categories they felt needed
editing. When students were finished completing the survey, Dena and I recorded the
times for the fastest and slowest participants to complete the survey and an average time
for needed the majority of students. This was important information for all schools to
have so they could properly instruct their teachers in the amount of time to set aside for
survey administration.
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After completing the survey, I asked participants if there were any comments
about the questions on page one and each of the subsequent pages. Comments on
wording, flow, purpose and clarity were elicited and discussed.
Similar to the GLBQ focus groups, notes were handwritten. No names or other
identifying information were collected in order to stay in compliance with confidentiality
and school interview policy.
Participants were also asked to give their opinion of which 10 questions to
eliminate. At the time of the focus groups, the survey was 125 questions long, lengthier
than schools wanted.
During none of the focus groups did any participant mention a misunderstanding
of the questions designed in the GLB focus group. I took this to mean that the questions
did not employ any in-group language or references that compromised the construct
validity.
One issue arose, however, that did effect this study. There was a question that
asked students to define their sexual orientation. The response categories were, 1) gay or
lesbian, 2) bisexual, 3) heterosexual, 5) transgender and 5) not sure. One male respondent
in one high school focus group said he felt the response categories were too limiting. He
went on to say, “Some people just don’t like to label themselves. Like me, I say I’m
undefined.” Wanting to be responsive to participant feedback, Dena and I agreed to add
the category, “Not identified”. The unanticipated impact of this decision will be discussed
in later chapters.
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Several questions were suggested for elimination. They all had to do with
substance use or breakfast. Several suggestions for changes were made to other questions
on the survey that had no relevance to this study.
All suggestions were turned into the survey coordinator, Frank, from Dena’s
agency which facilitates the Regional School Health Task Force. Frank worked with the
professional evaluator hired to analyze the survey data. Together they eliminated 25
questions and edited the survey questions slightly based on the suggestions made in the
focus groups. This finalized survey appears in Appendix C
Limitations
The limitations of these focus groups are similar to those in the GLB focus
groups. The feedback given in these three focus groups were representative only of the
students who attended. However, given the goal of the focus group, which was to pilot
test the survey questions on a general population of students, this limitation was not
viewed as problematic.
Part 2 - Survey Implementation
With all of the question design, editing and field-testing completed, the survey
was ready to be implemented. The six study questions I designed with the GLB focus
groups (described above) are as follows:
(78) How comfortable are you with gays, lesbians, and bisexuals?
Not comfortable
Sort of Comfortable
Very Comfortable
1.2.3.4.5
(79) If you had to guess, how comfortable do you think most students in your school
are with gays, lesbians and bisexuals?
Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

1.2.3.4.5
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(80) How comfortable are you with gay, lesbian or bisexual people who are the same
sex as you?
Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

1.2.
(81) If you had to guess, how comfortable are most students in this school with gay,
lesbian or bisexual people who are the same sex as they are? (In other words,
how comfortable are guys in this school with gay men and girls in this school
with lesbians?)
Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

1.2.3.4.5
(82) How would you react if a friend told you he or she were gay, lesbian or
bisexual?
a. I’d stop being their friend
b. I’d still be their friend but not as close anymore
c. Nothing would really change but I’d probably be uncomfortable
d. I’d support them 100%
(83) How do you think most students at this school would react if a friend came out
to them as gay, lesbian or bisexual?
a. Most students would probably stop being the gay or bisexual person’s friend
b. Most students would probably still be the gay or bisexual person’s friend but
not as close anymore
c. Nothing would really change for most students but it would probably be
uncomfortable for the heterosexual (straight) person
d. Most students would probably support a gay friend 100%
Site Selection
The site selected, as detailed in the beginning of this chapter, is a consortium of
five school districts, the Regional School Health Task Force, in Washington County
Massachusetts. The districts are public K-12 schools that are largely regional, meaning
that children from multiple towns attend the same middle and high school in a centralized
location. The largest town represented by a district has 18,000 people. The smallest town
has less than 1000. For details of demographics see Table 1.
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The grades surveyed were eighth, tenth and twelfth graders, which means one
class from each district’s middle school was included.
Data Collection
All students in eighth, tenth and twelfth grades were surveyed with an
anonymous, 100-question student health survey, which included the six study questions.
In most cases, the regular classroom teacher proctored the survey under strict procedure
recommendations developed by the independent evaluator hired to implement and
analyze the survey. Instructions to teachers and the full school survey appear in Appendix
D.
From a statistical perspective, census sampling, the method used for the current
study, is a less desirable methodology than random, representative sampling (Lohr,
1999). In order to obtain a random, representative sample, each school would have to
provide a list of all students in the eight, tenth and twelfth grades from which a random
sample would be drawn. That sample would then have to be gathered for survey
administration. This methodology would not work for these districts for two reasons.
The first reason that random, representative sampling is nearly impossible and
even undesirable is that removing students from class randomly is incredibly difficult
logistically for schools. It would require reading the names of several students over the
intercom or notifying students in advance of their selection for survey participation. Only
those students asked to leave a class would have to miss the material covered that day.
This is particularly undesirable in an era of mandatory school achievement testing and
educational accountability. Additionally, students may not be as likely to participate or
participate honestly if they are separated from the peers and teachers who are familiar
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with them. It is believed by the five-district survey committee, made up of teachers and
administrators, that, if students were singled out for participation, they would be more
likely to rebel than if they saw their classroom peers were also complying.
The second reason random, representative sampling is difficult and undesirable
has to do with the physical space required for large group test taking. Students removed
from class to take a survey would have to be accommodated in the gym bleachers or the
auditorium seats, which have no tabletop space on which to complete a survey. A third
option would be the cafeteria. All three options would mean students would have to sit
closely together, reducing anonymity and confidentiality, and would make it extremely
difficult for proctors to manage student behavior.
My own experience proctoring school health surveys in three high schools
confirms these concerns. After proctoring surveys in two high school classrooms, I was
left feeling that a teacher, familiar with the students and observing good confidentiality
practices, would have promoted a more serious attitude about the questionnaire and made
the students more comfortable than having a stranger administer the survey. I was also
once asked to proctor a survey in a high school cafeteria with several eleventh grade
classrooms. My observation, which was validated by others who assisted in proctoring,
was that the large number of students, seated closely together in a setting like a gym or
cafeteria, was a poor survey-taking environment. Students talked to each other
throughout the testing period despite requests for quiet. Several students were seen
looking at photographs together, writing in each other’s yearbooks, and doing
schoolwork. Very little earnestness about the survey was in evidence.
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Another alternative to census sampling is random classroom sampling. This is
accomplished by determining which class each eighth, tenth and twelfth grader must take
and drawing a random sample of three to four classrooms for survey administration. The
problems inherent in this approach are numerous. The first is that students in every grade
are often assigned to required classes such as Math, English, or Science based on their
scholastic aptitude. For example, English may be divided into three sections, remedial,
basic and advanced. While you can certainly select a random sample of classes, the
possibility is great that the sample will not be representative. Additionally, students who
are either ahead of their class or behind will be missed by this method.
Administering the survey to randomly selected classrooms is also complicated by
the unwillingness of some teachers to allow class-time to be taken up by a survey.
Teachers frequently resent being asked to give up class time and either allot too little time
for survey completion or do not follow survey administration protocol. During a focus
group for this study, a participant commented that when she took the school health survey
in her English class the prior year, her teacher told students to hand in their questionnaire
along with their final exam. This lapse in survey administration protocol deprived
students of anonymity and confidentiality not to mention likely tainted the survey results.
If only three or four classrooms in a grade are sampled, and one of them has a
teacher who does not follow survey protocol, it may make the sample so small and biased
as to render it useless for this study or the purposes of the health survey.
However, census sampling, the method used for this study, has one major
drawback. It misses students who are truant from class, particularly among older students
who are more likely to skip school. However, this bias would occur if students were
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sampled in any other fashion. (It is important to note that the impact of truancy on survey
results would be less significant with a random, representative sample design.) There is
no reasonable way to overcome the truancy bias. However, the outside evaluator
responsible for sampling and I agree that it is the method with the fewest flaws.
A benefit of census sampling is that the results of the survey are more readily
believed by students (Perkins & Craig, 2003). Most high school students do not
understand statistics well enough to comprehend the validity of random sampling
methods. They are more likely to believe survey results if they know several people who
took the survey. This is an important dynamic because this study’s results will be
translated by the social norms marketing groups in two schools into anti-homophobia
campaigns. The more believable the data, the more successful the campaign will be.
Participant Consent and Confidentiality
The method of obtaining consent from the parents of survey participants was
obtained through passive parental consent. Each district sent a letter home to parents
informing them of the survey date and general content. If parents were uncomfortable
with their child participating, they returned a form opting them out of survey
participation.
Across Massachusetts, each school district has its own interpretation of the
policies and laws regarding the surveying of its students and, in some cases, its own
Independent Review Board. Some districts interpret state Department of Education policy
to mean that active consent from each child’s parent must be obtained. Most, however,
have made a practice of notifying parents of the date and nature of an upcoming survey
with a request for passive consent as was done in the present study.
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Student participation in the survey was voluntary and consent was passive.
Surveys were distributed to each student with a cover sheet describing the nature of the
survey, procedures for ensuring anonymity, and a statement stating that participation
would be voluntary. This is standard procedure for student health surveys in all schools.
The classroom teacher or survey administrator read the information on the cover sheet to
each class or student participating in the survey. Students who choose not to participate
did so in one of three ways. They refused a copy of the survey all together, accepted a
survey but did not hand it in, or accepted a survey but handed it in blank. Any student
who chose to complete a survey was then assumed to have given his or her consent for
participation.
Anonymity and confidentiality were enhanced by asking for a student to volunteer
to collect the class’ completed surveys and place them all in a sealed envelop thus
reducing school personnel’s handling of student surveys. The person administering the
survey explained that the independent evaluator receives all the sealed envelops as a
group ensuring that there is no way of knowing from which class any group of surveys
originated. No unique identifier or potentially identifying information was obtained from
participants. The surveys answer forms themselves were “bubble sheets” and were kept
by the outside evaluator until analysis was completed then recycled at a public recycling
center in Vermont.
The raw data were imported into SPSS (Statistical software Package for the Social
Sciences). I received an aggregate SPSS data file from the outside evaluator via email.
Although the chance that I, or anyone else, could identify an individual student from a
•

•

•

raw data set was nominal, viewing the data as an aggregated set made this possibility
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even more remote. Conceivably, since the rate of people of color is so low in the county,
seeing one district’s survey returns may have been potentially identified a student to me.
Aggregating the data to the countywide level made identifying a student by a
combination of race, gender and grade impossible.
Part 3 - Data Analysis
Data were cleaned in three ways. The first was that a fictitious drug, Narcotal,
was asked about in the drug and alcohol section of the survey in the same format as all
other drugs (survey Questions 54 included in Appendix D). Any survey that reporting any
use of Narcotal was eliminated from the sample.
The second method of data cleaning was to look for consistency in other internal
validity questions. Some questions were slightly repetitive and, if not answered
consistently, the survey was thrown out. For example, if a student reported no recent use
of alcohol or other drugs but admitted driving under the influence in the past 30 days, the
survey was eliminated from the sample.
Finally, any student who reported using all of the listed drugs (even if he or she
skipped Narcotal) at the highest possible levels in the past 30 days was also eliminated.
This is a fairly standard cleaning technique used in school health surveys as a student
who was truly that drug involved could not have been present and functional enough to
take the survey.
It should be made clear that any survey that failed one of these internal validity
tests was completely eliminated from the sample. Some researchers/evaluators try to
discern the point at which a student started to lie on the survey or mark random answers
when he or she became fatigued with the length. I feel it is impossible to know, for
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certain, when a survey answers drifted from the truth. Thus, erring on the side of caution,
I eliminated the entire suspect survey.
Because a census sampling method was used, little actual statistical analysis was
employed. All trends observed in the data are assumed to be the actual trends occurring in
the population surveyed. The majority of the analysis presented in Chapter 5 will be
descriptive statistics: cross tabulations (cross tabs) and simple frequencies.
To better understand the relationship of one variable to another I occasionally
used a Spearman correlation Coefficient. “Correlations measure how variables or rank
orders are related.” The Spearman correlation was chosen because all of the study
questions are ordinal in their response categories.
The significance, which means the likelihood that the relationship is due to
chance, are reported for all correlations. I set the parameters for this at .01 or lower,
meaning that there is a <1% likelihood that the relationship between the variables is due
to chance. The value of the correlation is also reported. The value ranges from -1 to 1
with 0 being an imperceptible strength of relationship. The Spearman correlation is a
method for testing the direction and strength of the relationship between two variables. In
other words, it’s a way to show whether any one set of numbers has an effect on another
set of numbers. I chose this test because all of the study questions (78-83 in Appendix D)
have ordinal response categories. I wanted to know if, for example, students rated
themselves a 3 on a 5-point scale, if that meant they were likely to rate their peers a 2.
The score for this test gives the researcher a picture of how close to that kind of a
relationship is within the majority of those responding.
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Finally, I also used a paired t-test to investigate if the mean (or average) for one
question was significantly different from the mean of another. In this case both the
significance (set at <.01) correlation scores will be reported (-1 to 1).
Threats to Validity
Construct Validity
The validity of the constructs was addressed in two ways. First, the survey was
administered under circumstances conducive to honest, thoughtful reflection. Attention
was paid to the construction of non-leading questions and anonymity was strongly
emphasized. Second, the study questions and their response categories were designed and
edited by groups of youth from the schools surveyed to ensure consistent understanding
of survey questions. Further, they were also tested on three general student body groups
from the population survey to ensure all terms and references were easily understandable
to study participants.
Response Bias
The most paramount threat to the validity is a participant’s inclination to give the
“socially desirable” to questions. It could be argued that students may have a sense that
homophobia is not “politically correct” and therefore be likely to give answers that are
reflective less their own attitudes, and more their perception of the attitudes that are
socially desirable to hold. One way of combating the social desirability bias is to use a
survey that is anonymous. This reduces and potentially eliminates the “impression
management” aspect of social desirability (Nancarrow & Brace, 2000). The other aspect
of this bias, “self-deception” or “ego defense” has proven more difficult to reduce.
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The most effective way to control for the self-deception or ego defense aspects of
social desirability is to add a shortened version of the Marlowe-Crowne Social
Desirability Scale survey (Nancarrow & Brace, 2000). Unfortunately, given the
restrictions on the number of questions I was allowed to ask, this was impossible.
However, a brief review of the literature identifies two articles that have already
investigated social desirable responses to sexuality related survey questions. The first was
an article by Meston et al. (1998) that investigated numerous self-reported measures of
sexuality looking a social desirability response bias. The authors conclude, “For the most
part, however, sexuality self-reports, when collected under anonymous testing conditions,
do not appear to be particularly subject to social desirability biases.” One might
extrapolate that this quote suggests the present study is not vulnerable to social
desirability bias. However, the study did not look specifically at attitudes toward
homosexuality.
A second author, Angela Simon (1995), looked at attitudes toward lesbians and
social desirability using the Marlow-Crowne Social Desirability Scale. Simon found that
there was a bias among women who reported the lowest levels of comfort with lesbians,
“...negative attitudes toward lesbians were associated with a greater tendency for social
desirable responses for women. Perhaps this indicates that these women believe that one
of the culturally appropriate and acceptable ways in which they can assert their own
heterosexuality is to express their intolerance of women whose sexual orientation is not
heterosexual.” While I will not be in a position to argue the data as I am not able to
include my own social desirability scale, I do dispute Simon’s conclusion. I would
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wonder if women who are sensitive to social desirability and are also questioning their
own sexuality might report lower levels of comfort with lesbians.
Simon’s study was exclusively about lesbians so no information, beyond the basic
guidance given in Menton, et al., is available about a social desirability bias toward gay
men. For the purposes of this study, low support of lesbians among women will be
assumed to have some social desirability response bias as well as low support for gays
men among men.
Reliability
The most effective way to establish survey reliability would be to administer the
survey to a random sample of students one time then return to the school to re-survey the
same sample of students a month later. Using names or other unique identifiers, having
the same survey from the same student administered at two separate times would allow
me to compare if the questions were a reliable gauge of students’ attitudes.
Unfortunately, because public high school students are generally surveyed every year
with some form of health-risk survey, and subjected to various other kinds of
standardized tests including the MCAS achievement survey (Massachusetts
Comprehensive Assessment System), it is not possible to re-survey students. I will leave
reliability testing of the survey questions created here to future researchers.
Generalizabilitv
Because this is a social norms type of study, the results of the survey are not
designed nor intended to be generalized beyond the population from which they were
drawn. For this reason, the study does not use statistical testing that looks for
generalizability.
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Role as Researcher
Because this is a study about gay, lesbian, bisexual, and questioning issues, the
sexual orientation of the researcher is relevant. Additionally, I worked with GLB teens,
making my identity as a sexual minority crucial to being seen as trustworthy to focus
group participants.
My identity is that of a bisexually identified woman who has only had adult
relationships with women. At the time of the focus group interviews and throughout the
study research, I was committed to my female partner of ten years. My interest in GLB
issues is therefore a personal one. While I did not struggle with identity issues in high
school or early to middle adolescence myself, I have worked for nearly two decades with
teens as an educator and GLB support group facilitator and seen many youth who have
struggled with gay identity issues.
As a first generation college student who also has a learning disability, I am
intensely committed to reducing the barriers to education for youth and feel that
homophobia can indeed be a barrier to full academic participation and achievement for
GLB teens. All aspects of my identity inform my interest in this research and my ability
to be seen as “safe” to study participants.
Summary
Given the descriptive and inferential goals of this study, both qualitative and
quantitative methods were indicated. Focus group interviews were used to elicit the data
needed to construct quantitative survey questions. These questions were added to an
existing school health survey that was focus group tested by three groups of “general
student body” participants. It was then administered to a census sample of more than
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eleven hundred eighth, tenth and twelfth graders from five school districts in
“Washington” County Massachusetts.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
Introduction

Chapter 4 presents the results of the five-district student health survey. Survey
demographics will appear first followed by the results for each of the six study questions
designed in the GLB focus groups. After each study question is explained, a description
of the demographic influences will appear. Because this study is designed to investigate
the relationship of social norms theory to students’ attitudes toward GLB students, after
each question pair, 78-79, 80-81, and 82-83,1 will discuss the relationship of questions
about students’ personal attitudes toward gays, lesbians and bisexuals versus their peers ’
perceived attitudes of their peers’ attitudes toward gays, lesbians and bisexuals.

The six study questions that will be covered in this chapter are:

(78) How comfortable are you with gays, lesbians, and bisexuals?

Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

1.2.3.4.5

(79) If you had to guess, how comfortable do you think most students in your school
are with gays, lesbians and bisexuals?

Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

1.2.3.4.5

(81) How comfortable are you with gay, lesbian or bisexual people who are the
same sex as you?

Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

.3.4.... .5
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(81) If you had to guess, how comfortable are most students in this school with gay,
lesbian or bisexual people who are the same sex as they are?

(In other words, how comfortable are guys in this school with gay men and
girls in this school with lesbians?)

Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

1.2.3.4...5

(82) How would you react if a friend told you he or she were gay, lesbian or
bisexual?

1.
2.
3.
4.

I’d stop being their friend
I’d still be their friend but not as close anymore
Nothing would really change but I’d probably be uncomfortable
I’d support them 100%

(83) How do you think most students at this school would react if a friend came out
to them as gay, lesbian or bisexual?

1. Most students would probably stop being the gay or bisexual person’s friend
2. Most students would probably still be the gay or bisexual person’s friend but
not as close anymore
3. Nothing would really change for most students but it would probably be
uncomfortable for the heterosexual (straight) person
4. Most students would probably support a gay friend 100%

The demographic questions that are used in this chapter are:
(1) What is your sex?

1. Female

2. Male

(2) What grade are you in?

1. 8th grade

3. 12th grade

2. 10 th grade

(4) What do you consider yourself to be? (Mark all that apply)

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

White
Black or African American
American Indian/Native American, Eskimo or Aleut
Spanish/Hispanic/Latino
Asian or Pacific Islander
Other
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(72) Which of the following
1. Heterosexual
2. Gay or lesbian
3. Bisexual

best describes you?
4. Transgender
5. Not sure
6. Not identified

(77) During your life, the persons with whom you have had sexual contact are
1. Male
2. Female
3. Both Male and Female 4. None

The questions investigated for relationships to supportive and unsupportive
attitudes toward gays, lesbians and bisexuals are:
(5) Putting them all together, what were your grades like last year?
1. Mostly F’s
2. Mostly D’s
3. Mostly C’s
4. Mostly B’s
5. Mostly A’s
(8) How important is it to you to continue your education after High School?
1. Very important
2. Somewhat important
3. A little important
4. Not important at all
(10) If I had a personal problem, I could ask a parent or guardian for help.
1. Definitely No
2. No
3. Yes
4. Definitely Yes
(11) If I had a personal problem, there is at least one teacher or other adult in the
school I could ask for help.
1. Definitely No
2. No
3. Yes
4. Definitely Yes
(12) If I had a personal problem, there is at least one other adult in the community
(not a parent, guardian, or adult at school) I could ask for help.
1. Definitely No
2. No
3. Yes
4. Definitely Yes
Demographics of Sample
Combining eighth, tenth and twelfth graders, the total number of respondents was
1131 across the five school districts. This was calculated by counting the number of
respondents who answered Question 1 about gender. Not every student answered every
question so the “n” for many of the questions is lower.
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Fifty one and a half percent of the respondents were female. The grade
distribution was typical of most school survey results in that the highest proportion of
respondents was of eighth graders who are most compliant with survey completion. The
older the students, the fewer of them there are in school because of drop out or other
issues that make them more likely to be out of class in a given week. Seven students did
not report their gender and twenty did not report their grade or age. Tables 2-5 show
demographic information:

Table 2 Sex of respondents

Female
Male
Total
Missing data
Total

Frequency

Percent

740
690
1430
7
1437

51.5
48.0
99.5
.5
100.0

Valid
Percent
51.7
48.3
100.0

Table 3 Grade of respondents

8th grade
10th grade
12th grade
Total
Missing Data
Total

Frequency

Percent

600
445
372
1417
20
1437

41.8
31.0
25.9
98.6
1.4
100.0

Valid
Percent
42.3
31.4
26.3
100.0

Table 4 Estimated grade averages of respondents

Mostly F's
Mostly D's
Mostly C's
Mostly B's
Mostly A's
Total
Missing data
Total

Frequency

Percent

47
80
294
528
468
1417
20
1437

3.3
5.6
20.5
36.7
32.6
98.6
1.4
100.0
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Valid
Percent
3.3
5.6
20.7
37.3
33.0
100.0

Table 5 Race of respondents

Frequency
Other than white
White
Total

158
1279
1437

Percent
11.0
89.0
100.0

Valid
Percent
11.0
89.0
100.0

The race data is interesting. As described in the methodology chapter, most of the
towns in Washington County are 95% or greater white. The breakdown was 4%
black/African American, 3.2% Native American, 4.5% Latino, 2.9% Asian American and
2.7% other. Students were asked to mark all answers that apply, which means that many
students reported being multiple races therefore making the above listed race breakdowns
misleading.
It is hard to know why a disproportionate number of respondents, compared to the
rest of the county, reported being a race other than white. It is important to note however,
that 13 of the 158 students who said no to being white also said no to being all other race
categories including other. No one race seems to be predominant for students who did not
classify themselves as white.
Students were also asked questions about self-identified sexual orientation and
sexual history. Question 72 asked, “Which of the following best describes you?" The
frequencies for this question appear in Table 6.

Table 6 Frequency for Question 72 “Which of the following best describes you?”

Self-identified
sexual orientation
Heterosexual
Gay or lesbian
Bisexual
Not sure
Not identified
Total
Missing
Total

Frequency
893
14
38
76
49
1074
64
1138

Percent
78.5
1.2
3.3
6.7
4.3
94.4
5.6
100.0

Valid
Percent
83.1
1.3
3.5
7.1
4.6
100.0

There were some minor differences in responses to Question 72 when it was
crossed with gender (table 7) and grade (table 8).

Table 7 Gender breakdown of self-identified sexual orientation
Q1 Gender
Female
Male
Q 72
Heterosexual
464
82.4% 427 84.2%
SelfGay/Lesbian
3
.5%
9
1.8%
identified
Bisexual
30
5.3%
8
1.6%
sexual
41
Not sure
7.3%
35
6.9%
orientation
Not identified
25
4.4%
24
4.7%
Table 8 Grade breakdown of self-identified sexual orientation
Grade
8th
10th
Heterosexual 377
78.5% 277 85.8%
Q72
4
1
Gay/Lesbian
.8%
.3%
Self2.7%
14
4.3%
Bisexual
13
identified
18
5.6%
55
11.5%
Not sure
sexual
Not
4%
6%
13
29
orientation
identified
100%
262
100%
Total 319

231
8
11
3

12th
88.2%
3.1%
4.2%
1.1%

7

2.7%

262

100%

It is interesting to note that eighth graders had the lowest percentage of
heterosexual students overall. Overall, eighth graders were less comfortable but seem to
also have a higher proportion of students who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual and not
sure.
The most disproportionately high categories for eighth graders in Question 72
were “Not sure” and “Not identified”. Perhaps this is evidence that the older the student
becomes, the more certain of, or committed to, an identity he or she becomes as well.

This element of identity and its relationship to adolescent identity development will be
discussed further in Chapter 5.
The other question related to sexual orientation was Question 77 which asked,
“During your life, the persons with whom you have had sexual contact are”. The response
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options were: Male, Female, Both male and female, and None. Without factoring the
gender of the respondent, the results for Question 77 do not report usable findings. In
order to create a demographic category that could be cross-tabulated with the six survey
questions, I created variable 77b that classifies students in four ways: History of
heterosexual sex, History of homosexual sex, History of sex with both genders, and No
sexual history. The frequencies for variable 77b appear in Table 9.

Table 9 Frequencies for gender of past sexual partners_
Valid
Frequency Percent
Percent
No sexual history
599
52.6
52.6
Sexual
Orientation
by Sexual
History

History of heterosexual sex
only
History of homosexual sex
only
History of sex with both
genders
Total

471

41.4

41.4

34

3.0

3.0

34

3.0

3.0

1138

100.0

100.0

The gender breakdown for variable 77b appears in Table 10. The differences
between the two groups were not statistically significant.

Table 10 Sexual orientation defined by sexual history broken down by gender
Gender
Female
Male
No sexual history
Sexual
Orientation
by Sexual
History

History of
heterosexual sex
History of
homosexual sex
History of sex with
both genders
Total

63

320

53.8%

272

50.7%

232

39.0%

239

44.6%

19

3.2%

15

2.8%

24

4.0%

10

1.9%

595

100.0%

536

100.0%

The differences between the grades were statistically significant, however, the
strength of that relationship was low (Spearman correlation .275). Details of the gender
of past sexual partners broken down by grade appear in Table 11. The strength of this
relationship likely appears as high as it does because, with the increase age, came the
decrease in students with no sexual history. Most students are not yet sexually active in
the eighth grade but, by their senior year, most have been sexually active with at least one
partner.
It is interesting to note that the proportion of students who have a history of sex
with partners of the same gender was the same for eighth and tenth graders. The
proportion rose slightly when students reached twelfth grade. It would be fascinating to
follow a few cohorts of students from eighth through twelfth grade to see how the gender
of sexual partners develops over time.

Table 11 Sexual orientation defined by sexual history broken down by grade
Grade
8th
12th
10th

Sexual
Orientation
by Sexual
History

No sexual
history

343

67.3%

160

46.6%

87

32.0%

History of
heterosexual
sex

140

27.5%

162

47.2%

165

60.7%

History of
homosexual sex

15

2.9%

10

2.9%

9

3.3%

History of
sex with both
genders

12

2.4%

11

3.2%

11

4.0%

Total

510

100.0%

343

100.0%

272

100.0%
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Study Question Results
All six study questions appear in the beginning of this chapter and in Appendix C.
The entire, 100-quesiton survey appears in Appendix D. This section will focus on the six
study questions developed with GLB focus groups, the description and results for which
are described in Chapter 2.
The most compelling story in the data is that students are normatively a little
better than “Sort of comfortable” with gays, lesbians and bisexuals. Also, most students
would be supportive of a friend who came out. However, students underestimate their
peers support for GLBQ peers. The other fascinating finding is that gay, lesbian, bisexual
and questioning are not easily identifiable which will be discussed more thoroughly in
Chapter 5.
Question 78
The first of the six study questions, number 78, was “How comfortable are you
with gays, lesbians and bisexuals?” It was scored on a 5-point Likert scale with one being
“Not comfortable”, three being “Sort of comfortable”, and five being “Very
comfortable”. The mean for this question among the general school body was 3.27
meaning that most students were at least “Sort of comfortable”. See Table 12 for
Question 78 frequencies.

Table 12 Frequencies for Question 78 “How comfortable are you with gays,
lesbians, and bisexuals?”
Valid
Frequency Percent
Percent
Not comfortable 1
147
12.9
13.3
2
160
14.1
14.5
Sort of Comfortable 3
290
25.5
26.3
4
255
22.4
23.1
Very comfortable 5
251
22.1
22.8
Total
1103
96.9
100.0
Missing
35
3.1
Total
1138
100.0
Demographic Correlations
The gender of the respondent influenced the level of reported comfort. Girls were
more likely to report higher levels of comfort with gays, lesbians and bisexuals than boys.
Figure 1 demonstrates that the mode for girls was two points higher than the mode for
boys. Table 13 shows the exact numbers for each response category.

■ Not comfortable

□2

□ Sort of comfortable

■4

■ Very comfortable

Figure 1 - Gender comparison of responses to Question 78

While the relationship for gender was significant, the Spearman correlation was
only -.246 with girls assigned a value of 1 and boys a 2. See Table 13 for details.
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Table 13 Gender comparison of responses to Question 78

Q1 Sex
Female
Not comfortable

Q78 How
comfortable
are you with
gays,
lesbians and
bisexuals?

Male

1

51

7.2%

136

19.7%

2

80

12.1%

116

17.0%

Sort of comfortable
3

170

25.0%

179

28.0%

4

179

25.7%

130

20.5%

5

243

30.0%

105

14.7%

Total

723

100%

666

100%

Very comfortable

The grade of the student made a considerable difference in comfort with GLB
peers among the general population of students. The mode moved up by one point as the
students’ grade increased. Figure 2 demonstrates this progression.

As the grade increases, the mode gains
a point

■ Not comfortable
□2
□ Sort of comfortable
■4
■ Very comfortable

Figure 2 - Response to Question 78 by grade

Table 14 shows the proportion of students for each response category by grade.
The relationship is significant (.000) but the strength is fairly low with a Spearman

correlation value of .172. From the graph below, the progression from 8th to 10th grade
was minor. By 12th grade however, there was a large increase in the number of students
who reported the highest level of comfort.
Table 14 Grade distribution by response to Question 78

8th grade
Q78 How
comfortable
are you with
gays,
lesbians
and
bisexuals?

Not comfortable

12th grade

1

78

15.7%

41

12.5%

25

9.3

2

83

16.7%

43

13.1%

31

11.6

3

156

31.5%

80

24.5%

52

19.4

4

83

16.7%

99

30.3%

72

26.9

5

96

19.4%

64

19.6%

88

32.8

100%

327

100%

268

100%

Sort of comfortable

Very comfortable

Q1 Grade
10th grade

Total

496

The trends in the data change somewhat when you eliminate eighth graders from
the sample. By doing so, many students who report the lowest levels of comfort with
gays, lesbians and bisexuals are dropped. The overall mean for Question 78 among tenth
and twelfth graders combined (high school students) compared to the full three-grade
sample rises slightly from 3.31 to 3.47. Among high school students, 53.8% reported
their comfort at 4 or 5 compared to 45.9% for full sample of eighth, tenth and twelfth
graders. This will be important when considering the options for a social norms
marketing campaign in Chapter 6.
In order to compare the response of the general student body to sexual minority
students, Question 72 was recoded to exclude students who responded, “Not identified.” I
have to assume that a portion of these students might actually be homo or bisexual in
attraction but without a more precise tool for probing this, I felt I had no choice but to
exclude this category.
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It was a judgment call on my part to include respondents who chose the response
category of, “Not sure”. It is natural for adolescence to be questioning their sexual
orientation. It is likely that not all students who question their sexual orientation will
develop an adult orientation of gay, lesbian or bisexual. However, my experience with
GLB teens tells me that many who question their sexuality in adolescence will identify as
gay, lesbian or bisexual as adults. Therefore, I chose to consider respondents who
identified as “Not sure” as part of the GLB group. Table 15 reports the cross-tabulation of
Question 78 and students who self-identified as gay/lesbian, bisexual or not sure (GLBN)
and heterosexual in Question number 72.
Table 15 Question 78 broken out by self-identified sexual orientation_

Q72 Self-identified sexual orientation
Heterosexual
Not comfortable 1
Q78 How
comfortable
are you with
gays, lesbians
and bisexuals?

Sort of comfortable 2

Sort of comfortable 3

GLBN

94

10.7%

26

20.0%

130

14.7%

17

13.1%

241

27.3%

26

20.0%

231

26.2%

12

9.2%

186

21.1%

49

37.7%

882

100%

130

100.0%

When the two sets of frequencies are compared, the general student body
responses are different than the GLBN students’. One might have expected that GLBN
students would have been more comfortable with gays, lesbians and bisexuals than their
largely heterosexual peers. While it appears that there is a larger proportion of GLBN that
is comfortable, there is also a significant proportion that is not. The comparison for both
the general student body’s and GLBN student’s responses to Question 78 are in Figure 3.

69

■ General Student Body
□ GLBTU Only

40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%
Not
comfortable

Sort of
comfortable

Very
comfortable

Figure 3 Response to Question 78 for self-identified heterosexual students and selfidentified GLBN students (gay, lesbian, bisexual and not sure)

This does not mean, however, that the differences in responses between sexual
minorities and heterosexuals are not real. This is a census sample meaning all differences
are significant despite what any statistical test might find.
When sexual orientation was defined by sexual history the differences between
heterosexual and sexual minority respondents repeated the pattern seen above when
sexual orientation was self-defined (table 15 and Figure 3). Figure 4 demonstrates
similarities to Figure 3.

■ Hetesexual sexual history
□ Gay/lesbian or bisexual
sexual history
Not
comfortable

Sort of
comfortable

Very
comfortable

Figure 4 Response to Question 78 for students with a heterosexual sexual history and
students with a gay/lesbian or bisexual sexual history

70

Question 79
The second of the study questions, number 79, read, “If you had to guess, how
comfortable do you think most students in your school are with gays, lesbians and
bisexuals?” Question 79 was designed as the social norms theory accompaniment to
Question 78. It reads the same as number 78 but instead of asking for the respondent’s
own level of comfort, it asks about his or her perception of the majority of peers. The
question was scored using the same five point Likert scale used in number 78. The mean
among the general student body was 2.54. Table 16 shows the frequencies for Question
78.
Table 16 Frequency of responses to Question 79, “If you had to guess, how comfortable
_do you think most students are with gays, lesbians, and bisexuals?”_
Q79 How
comfortable
do you think
most students
in your school
are with gays,
lesbians and
bisexuals?

Frequency

Percent

Not comfortable 1

162

14.2

Valid
Percent
14.8

2

350

30.8

31.9

Sort of comfortable 3

450

39.5

41.0

4

102

9.0

9.3

33
1097
41
1437

2.9
96.4

3.0
100.0

Very Comfortable 5

Total
Missing
Total

3.6
100.0

Demographic Correlations
Gender differences were also in evidence for Question 79 with girls believing
their peers to be more comfortable with gays, lesbians and bisexuals than their male
counterparts. Perhaps this is because they themselves tend to be more comfortable and
therefore assume the same of their peers. Table 17 shows the responses by gender.

Table 17 Responses to Question 79 broken out by gender

Gender

Q79 How
comfortable do you
think most students
in your school are
with gays, lesbians
and bisexuals?

Female

Male

Not comfortable 1

11.2%

18.4%

2

30.1%

34.1%

Sort of comfortable 3

43.8%

38.0%

4

12.5%

5.7%

2.4%

3.7%

582
100.0%

510
100.0%

Very comfortable 5
Count
Total % w/in gender

The responses to Question 79, similar to Question 78, were influenced by the
grade of the student, with older students more likely to correctly assume the comfort of
their peers. See Table 18 for more details.
Table 18 Question 79 broken out by grade_

Gender
Q79 How
comfortable do
you think most
students in your
school are with
gays, lesbians
and bisexuals?

8th

10th

12th

Not comfortable 1

16.8%

15%

9.7%

2

35.6%

29.8%

28.5%

Sort of comfortable 3

35.8%

41.1%

50.2%

8.7%

10.1%

9.7%

3%

3.7%

1.9%

326

267

100.0%

100.0%

4
Very comfortable 5
Total count
Total of % w/in grade

494
100.0%

There were also differences between students who self-identified as heterosexual
and those who have been grouped together in the category GLBN (gay, lesbian, bisexual,
and not sure). Just as with Question 78, GLBN students tended to choose the lowest and
the highest levels of comfort at greater rates than did their heterosexually identified peers.
See Table 19 and Figure 5 for more detailed comparisons.
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Table 19 Question 79 broken out by self-identified sexual orientation

Q72 Self-identified sexual orientation
Not comfortable 1

Q79 How
comfortable
do you think
most students
in this school
are with gays,
lesbians and
bisexuals?

2
Sort of comfortable 3
4
Very comfortable 5

Total

■ Heterosexual
□ GLBTU

Heterosexual

GLBN

119

24

13.5%

19.2%

289

31

32.8%

24.8%

371

49

42.1%

39.2%

83

12

9.4%

9.6%

20

9

2.3%

7.2%

882

125

Count
% w/in 72
Count
% w/in 72
Count
% w/in 72
Count
% w/in 72
Count
% w/in 72
Count

45%
40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%

Not
comfortable

Sort of
comfortable

Very
comfortable

Figure 5 Question 79 broken out by self-identified sexual orientation

When the sexual orientation of respondents was classified by the gender of past
sexual partners, the responses to Question 79 changed a little compared to self-identified
sexual orientation. Students with a same-sex sexual history felt slightly less comfortable
with GLB people than did heterosexually active respondents. Fewer sexual minority
respondents expected the lowest level of comfort compared to their heterosexual peers
and had higher expectations of the two highest levels of comfort. See Figure 6 for details.

■ Heterosexual sexual
history
□ Gay/lesbian or bisexual
sexual history

45%
40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%
Not
comfortable

Sort of
comfortable

Very
comfortable

Figure 6 Question 79 broken out by sexual orientation defined by past sexual history

Questions Set Comparison - 78 to 79
Because this study is concerned with and based on social norms theory, the
comparison of students’ personal attitudes compared to the perceived attitudes of peers is
of concern. Question 78 asks for students actual feelings of comfort with gays, lesbians
and bisexuals. Question 79 asks students about their perceptions of their peers’ comfort.
Social norms theory postulates that students underestimate peers’ positive attitudes. This
assumption was borne out in this study. The mean for students’ actual comfort was 3.27
and the mean for perceived comfort was 3.54. That represents a quarter point difference,
which is one sixteenth of the total scale on a five-point scale. Because this is a census
sample of respondents, the differences in the means are significant.
More drastically, the number of students who reported their own comfort as a 4 or
5 was 45.9% but only 12.3% of students estimated or perceived that their peers would
report a comfort level of four or five. Granted it is not appropriate to compare the
responses this way because the Question asked about “most students” and in truth, “most
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students” did not report a score of 4 or 5. However, simply looking at the trend difference
gives the impression that there is an underestimation of peer comfort.
Table 20 displays the side-by-side differences in students’ responses about their
personal comfort with GLB students compared to their perception of other students’
comfort. There’s a fairly dramatic difference particularly in the middle levels of comfort.

Table 20 Comparison of response to Questions 78 and 79 within the general student body

78 vs. 79
General Student Body
Not comfortable 1
2
Sort of comfortable 3
4
Very Comfortable 5

Q78 How comfortable are
you with gays, lesbians
and bisexuals?
13.3
14.5
26.3
23.1
22.8

Q79 How comfortable
are most students with
gays, lesbians and
bisexuals?
14.8
31.9
41.0
9.3
3.0

The next question I asked of this comparison was, of the students who rate
themselves “not comfortable”, are they likely to assume their peers share their discomfort
or do they know that they are in the minority? Table 21 shows the cross-tabulation of
students’ personal comfort with gays, lesbians and bisexuals compared to their perception
of others’ comfort.
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Table 21 Cross-tab of Questions 78 and 79

79. How comfortable are most students with
gay, lesbians and bisexuals?
Not
comfort¬
able

1
Not comfortable

78. How
Comfortable
are you with
gays, lesbians,
and bisexuals?

Sort of
comfort¬
able

2

3

Very
comfort¬
able

4

5

Total

1

45.5%

31.7%

20.0%

1.4%

1.4% 100%

2

17.0%

49.1%

25.2%

6.9%

1.9% 100%

3

11.5%

34.4%

45.5%

6.9%

1.7% 100%

4

6.4%

29.6%

52.4%

10.4%

1.2% 100%

8.0%

20.7%

46.6%

17.1%

7.6% 100%

Sort of comfortable

Very comfortable

5

Students who responded to both Questions 78 and 79 can be grouped into three
categories. The majority of them, 612 students of 1093 (56% overall), shaded in pink in
Table 16, assumed their peers felt less supportive than they did themselves. Of those 612
students, 300 guessed the majority of their peers to be one category less supportive. For
example, if a student described him or herself as “Sort of comfortable” (a score of 3), he
or she would guess most peers to be the category lower, which was a score of 2. Another
224 students of the 612, felt their peers were two categories less supportive. Eighty-eight
students felt their peers were three or four categories less supportive.
More than a quarter (29% overall or 320 students) of students assumed their own
comfort with gays and lesbians was the norm among most of their peers. For visual
representation of this, see the yellow blocks in Table 21.
Only 15% (161 students) of students assumed others were more supportive of
gays, lesbians and bisexuals than they themselves were. Of those who assumed their
peers were more supportive, the majority of them, 109 or 68% of the category, assumed
others to be one category more supportive than their personal comfort. The remaining
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32% of the 161 students who felt their peers were more comfortable were split between
two, three and four categories more comfortable. For visual representation of this, see the
blue blocks in Table 21. See Table 22 for more details.
Table 22 Description of the 3 sub-groups of respondents to the cross-tabulation for
Questions 78 and 79

Category

Count

Most students are:
Less comfortable than self
1 category less
2 categories less
3 categories less
4 categories less
Most students are:
Just as comfortable as self
Not comfortable both 78&79
2 both 78&79
Sort of comfortable both
78&79
4 both 78&79
Very comfortable both 78&79
Most students are:
More comfortable than self
1 category more
2 categories more
3 categories more
4 categories more
Total

%of
category

612
300
224
68
20

% of total
sample
56%

49%
37%
11%
3%

320

27%
20%
6%
<2%
29%

66
78

21%
24%

6%
7%

131

41%

12%

26
19

8%
6%

2%
2%

161
109
45
5
2
1093

15%
68%
28%
3%
1%

10%
4%
<1%
<1%

Questions 78 and 79 were significantly correlated with a Spearman’s Correlation
value of .362. This is not a strong one-to-one relationship, which is why the results were
explained in the three categories above. The relationship becomes much stronger,
however, when the cross-tabulation is controlled for gender. The relationship for girls is
weak with a Spearman value of .259. For boys though, the value rises to .431 meaning
that there is a clearer influence of one’s own attitudes on one’s perceived attitudes among
boys.
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The student’s grade also influenced the strength of the Spearman correlation. The
higher the grade, the higher the Spearman value. See Table 23 for a comparison.
Table 23 Spearman correlation values for 78 crossed with 79 controlled by grade
Spearman correlation
Grade
Coefficient score
8th Grade
.410
10th Grade
.337
12th Grade
.257

Question 80
Question 80 read: “How comfortable are you with gay, lesbian or bisexual people
who are the same sex as you?” with the same 5-point Likert Scale used in Questions 78
and 79. The students in the focus group voted for this question because they hypothesized
that support for gays, lesbians and bisexuals would erode if, for example, a male student
considered his comfort with gay or bisexual males (because of the myth that sexual
minorities want to have sex with anyone of their own gender). I shared this assumption
that students would manifest more aversion to same gendered sexual minorities than a
more abstract notion of gays, lesbians and bisexuals.
Both the GLB focus group and I were correct. There was significant erosion in
comfort when comparing Question 78 (about comfort with gays, lesbians and bisexuals in
general) and Question 80, which asked specifically about gays, lesbians or bisexuals of
the same gender as the respondent. Table 24 shows the frequencies for Question 80 and
Figures 7a and 7b demonstrate the difference between Question 78 and Question 80.
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Table 24 Frequency of Question 80, “How comfortable are you with gay, lesbian, or
bisexual people who are the same sex as you?”

Frequency
Not comfortable
2
Sort of comfortable
4
Very comfortable
Total
Missing
Total

Percent

240
207
244
213
193
1097
41
1138

Valid Percent

21.1
18.2
21.4
18.7
17.0
96.4
3.6
100.0

21.9
18.9
22.2
19.4
17.6
100.0

30%
■ Not comfortable
□2
□ Sort of comfortable
■4
■ Very comfortable

25%
20%

15%
10%

5%
0%

Question 78

□ Question 78
■ Question 80

Qustion 80

30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%
A®

L*>

&

Figure 7 Responses to Question 78 compared to Question 80 by question and shown
response category demographic correlations
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Gender was again a factor in Question 80. Girls were more comfortable with
lesbians and bisexual females than boys were with gay and bisexual males. Comparisons
of gender’s effect on Question 80 compared to Question 78 are shown in Table 25.
Table 25 - Comparison of girls’ and boys’ responses to Questions 78 and 80

Not
comfortable
19.7%
7.2%
31.1%
13.8%

78 vs. 80
Question 78 Male
Question 78 Female
Question 80 Male
Question 80 Female

2
17.0%
12.1%
20.7%
16.8%

Sort of
Comfortable
28.0%
25.0%
21.5%
23.1%

4
20.5%
25.7%
15.4%
23.0%

Very
Comfortable
14.7%
30.0%
11.3%
23.3%

While the relationship of gender to Question 80 was statistically significant, it
was not strong. The Spearman correlation value was -.225. The negative value is
responding to girls having been assigned the score of 1 and boys the score of 2.
Grade was a factor in 80 as well. Younger students were more likely to report the
lowest levels of support (Table 26). Similar to previous questions, the relationship is
significant but not strong with a Spearman correlation of .236.
Table 26 Response to Question 80 by grade_
Q80 How comfortable are you
with gay, lesbian or bisexual
people who are the same sex as
you?

8th Grade

10th
Grade

12th
Grade

Not Comfortable

29.4%

18.2%

12.0%

2

21.4%

20.4%

11.7%

Sort of comfortable

21.6%

23.1%

22.6%

4

13.3%

23.1%

26.7%

Very comfortable

14.3%

15.2%

27.1%

490
100.0%

329
100.0%

266
100.0%

Count
% w/in Grade

80

Sexual orientation was again an interesting demographic to examine. The
differences between self-identified heterosexuals and those who identified as gay,
lesbian, bisexual and not sure (GLBN) followed about the same trend as they did in
Question 78. GLBN students were more likely than heterosexually identified respondents
to choose the lowest and highest levels of comfort.
Figure 8 shows the comparison between self-identified heterosexuals and selfidentified GLBN respondents. Measure that against Figure 9 which compares the
responses of heterosexually and GLBN identified students to Question 78. The same
number GLBN students report the highest level of comfort on Question 80 compared to
78. Interestingly, more GLBN students reported the second highest level of comfort, four
points on a five-point Likert scale, for Question 80 compared to Question 78. In other
words, while there is an erosion of comfort with students with homosexuals or bisexuals
of the same gender among heterosexuals, GLBN students report higher levels of comfort
with homosexuals and bisexuals of the same gender. The possible reasons for this finding

will be discussed further in Chapter 5.

■ Heterosexual
□ GLBTU

40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%
comfortable

comfortable

Figure 8 Question 80 broken out by sexual orientation
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comfortable

■ Heterosexual
□ GLBTU Only

Not
comfortable

Sort of
comfortable

Very
comfortable

Figure 9 Question 78 broken out by sexual orientation

When sexual orientation was defined by having a sexual history of sexual contact
with partners of the same gender, (homosexual or bisexual), responses to Question 80
mimicked the trends seen in Figure 9. The difference between self-identified sexual
orientation and sexual orientation defined by sexual history was minimal. Self-identified
GLBN students reported slightly greater levels of the highest two levels of comfort.
Figure 10 charts the differences between students’ responses to Question 80 broken out
by sexual orientation defined by sexual history.

■ Heterosexual sexual
history
□ Gay/lesbian or bisexual
sexual history

40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%
Not
comfortable

Sort of
comfortable

Very
comfortable

Figure 10 Response to Question 80 for students with a heterosexual sexual history and
students with a gay/lesbian or bisexual sexual history
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For students who have had a history of same gender sexual contact, the responses to
Question 78 and 80 were slightly different in trend. The reader can observe this by
comparing Figures 10 and 11. A greater proportion of students with a history of samegender sexual contact reported less comfort with homosexuals and bisexuals of the same
gender. This is different, as described above, than the trend for self-identified GLBN
students who were more comfortable with gays, lesbians and bisexuals of the same
gender.

■ Hetesexual sexual history
□ Gay/lesbian or bisexual
sexual history

40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%
comfortable

comfortable

comfortable

Figure 11 Response to Question 78 for students with a heterosexual sexual history and
students with a gay/lesbian or bisexual sexual history
Question 81
Question 81 was the accompaniment to Question 80, which asked, “If you had to
guess, how comfortable are most students in this school with gay, lesbian or bisexual
people who are the same sex as they are? (In other words, how comfortable are guys in
this school with gay men and girls in this school with lesbians).” The frequencies tor
Question 81 appear in Table 27.
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Table 27 Frequency for Question 81, “If you had to guess, how comfortable are most
students in this school with gay, lesbian or bisexual people who are the same
sex as they are?”_
Q81 “How comfortable are most students with
gay, lesbian or bisexual people who are the
same sex as they are?

Frequency Percent

Not comfortable 1
2
Sort of comfortable 3
4
Very comfortable 5
Total
Missing
Total

297
391
315
74
21
1098
40
1138

26.1
34.4
27.7
6.5
1.8
96.5
3.5
100.0

Valid
Percent
27.0
35.6
28.7
6.7
1.9
100.0

Demographic Correlations
Similar demographic influences were at play in this question as in previous ones
with gender playing a lesser role. Girls were slightly more comfortable than boys
(Spearman correlation -.058). See Table 28 for details.
Table 28 Question 81 broken out by gender_
Q81 If you had to guess,
how comfortable are
most students in this
school with gay, lesbian
or bisexual people who
are the same sex as
they are?

Not comfortable 1

2
Sort of comfortable 3

4
Very comfortable 5
Count

Gender
Male
Female
29.2%
25.1%
34.9%
36.3%
30.6%
26.5%
8.3%
5.1%
2.9%
1.0%
513
578

Grade differences also influenced responses to Question 81 with older students
reporting more comfortable than younger ones (sig. 000, Spearman correlation coefficient
=.119). See Table 29 for details.
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Table 29 Question 81 broken out by grade
Q81 If you had to guess, how
comfortable are most students in
this school with gay, lesbian or
bisexual people who are the
same sex as they are?

8th Grade

10th
Grade

12th
Grade

Not Comfortable

32.4%

25.8%

18.0%

2

33.7%

38.0%

36.3%

Sort of comfortable

25.5%

27.7%

36.0%

4

5.7%

7.6%

7.9%

Very comfortable

2.7%

.9%

1.9%

490

329

267

Count

Breaking the data down by self-identified sexual orientation had a surprising
result. GLBN students reported slightly higher levels of perceived comfort than did
heterosexually identified students (see Figure 12). Similar to previous questions, more
GLBN students also reported the lowest level of comfort.

40%
35%
30%
25%
■ Heterosexual
□ GLBTU

20%

15%
10%
5%
0%
Not
comfortable

Sort of
comfortable

Very
comfortable

Figure 12 Question 81 broken out by self-identified sexual orientation
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The trend for sexual orientation determined by sexual history was similar to that
of sexual orientation determined by self-identification. Figure 13 demonstrates that when
sexual minorities are defined by their past history of sexual partners, homosexuals and
bisexuals assume higher levels of support for gay, lesbian and bisexual people than their
peers with a past history of heterosexual behavior.

■ Hetesexual sexual history
□ Gay/lesbian or bisexual
sexual history

40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%
comfortable

comfortable

comfortable

Figure 13 Question 81 broken out by sexual orientation defined by past sexual history
Questions Set Comparison - 80 to 81
The mean for Question 81 was 2.21 compared to 80, which was 2.92, meaning
that students generally underestimate their peers comfort with gays, lesbians and
bisexuals of the same gender as them. The difference in the means between Questions 80

(actual comfort) and 81 (perceived comfort) was .71. Again, because this is a census
sample, the difference between the means is significant. Table 30 elaborates on the
differences between Questions 80 and 81.
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Table 30 Comparison of responses to Questions 80 and 81

80 vs. 81

Q80 How comfortable are you
with gays, lesbians and
bisexuals who are the same
sex as you?

Q81 If you had to guess, how
comfortable are most
students in this school with
gay, lesbian or bisexual
people who are the same
sex as they are?

21.9%
18.9%
22.2%
19.4%
17.6%

27.0%
35.6%
28.7%
6.7%
1.9%

Not comfortable 1

2
Sort of comfortable 3
4
Very Comfortable 5

Table 31 shows the cross tabulation of Questions 80 and 81 had a Spearman
correlation value of .406.
Table 31 Cross tab of Questions 80 and 81
Q81lf you had to guess, how comfortable are most
Q80 How Comfortable
students in this school with gay, lesbian or bisexual
are you with gays,
people who are the same sex as they are?
lesbians and bisexuals
Not
Sort of
Very
comfort¬
comfort¬
who are the same sex as comfort¬
Total
able
able
able
you?
1
2
3
4
5
Not comfortable 1

63.9%

26.5%

7.6%

2.1%

.0%

100%

2

16.9%

63.3%

15.9%

3.4%

.5%

100%

Sort of comfortable 3

16.1%

33.5% 44.6%

5.0%

.8%

100%

4

13.7%

31.6%

43.4%

10.4%

.9%

100%

Very comfortable 5

21.1%

25.3%

31.6%

14.7%

7.4%

100%

Nearly two thirds of students who reported the two lowest levels of support
believed that their attitudes were normative. This, I believe, is strong evidence for the
utility of a social norms marketing campaign that would inform the least comfortable
students that most of their peers, 59%, are “Sort of comfortable” to “Very comfortable”
with gay, lesbian, bisexual students who are the same gender as they are.
Similar to the Question 78-79 set. Questions 80 and 81 have been broken down
into three categories. The largest group, 519 respondents or 56% of the sample, assumed
their own level of comfort was higher than their peers. The details of how much higher
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they assumed they were than their peers are in Tables 31 and 33 in the pink. The second
largest group, 427 respondents or 29% of the sample assumed their own level of comfort
was the same as the majority of their peers (they assumed their comfort to be normative).
Details for this second group can be seen in yellow in Tables 31 and 32. Finally, the third
group, 143 respondents or 15%, assume their peers were more comfortable than they felt.
Details for this remaining group can be seen in blue in Tables 31 and 32.
Table 32 Description of the sub-groups of respondents (Most students are less
comfortable than me, Most students are just as comfortable as me and Most
students are more comfortable than me) within the three main groups for Q80
vs. Q81_

Cateaorv

Count

Most students are:
Less comfortable than self
1 category
2 categories
3 categories
4 categories

%of
category

56%

519

less
less
less
less

236
166
77
40

Most students are:
Just as comfortable as self

427

Not comfortable both 78&79
2 both 78&79
Sort of comfortable both
78&79
4 both 78&79
Very comfortable both 78&79

% of total
sample

45%
32%
15%
8%

22%
15%
7%
4%

29%

152
131

36%
31%

14%
12%

108

25%

10%

22
14

5%
3%

2%
1%

Most students are:
More comfortable than self

143

1 category more
2 categories more
3 categories more

110
27
6

15%
77%
19%
4%

10%
2%
<1%

1089

Total

There were gender differences in the cross-tabulation of Questions 80 and 81. The
relationship between gender and the two study questions was stronger for boys than it
was for girls. Tables 33 and 34 shows the cross tabulations for Questions 80 and 81 by
gender to highlight the differences. The overall difference was that male respondents
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were much more likely to assume that what ever their individual level of comfort was,
their peers would share it. Only 32% of girls assume their own comfort was shared by the
majority of their peers compared to 49% of boys. Only a third of boys felt the majority of
their peers were less supportive than they were compared to 59% of girls.
Table 33 Question 80 cross-tabulated with Question 81 (girls)
Q81 If you had to guess, how comfortable are most students in
this school with gay, lesbian or bisexual people who are the
same sex as they are?

GIRLS

Not
comfortable
1
Q80How
comfortable are
you with gays,
lesbians and
bisexuals who
are the same sex
as you?

O
z

Sort of
comfortable
3
4
Very
comfortable

5

1

2

3

4

5

Total

#

48

22

7

2

0

79

%

60.8%

27.8%

8.9%

2.5%

.0%

100%

#
%
#

20
20.6%
23

59
60.8%
48

13
13.4%
56

5
5.2%
6

0
.0%
1

97
100%
134

%

17.2%

35.8%

41.8%

4.5%

.7%

100%

#
%
#

20
15.2%
33

42
31.8%
31

55
41.7%
45

15
11.4%
20

0
.0%
4

132
100%
133

%

24.8%

23.3%

33.8%

15.0%

3.0%

100%

Spearman correlation value .259
Table 34 Question 80 cross-tabulated with Question 81 (boys)
Q81 If you had to guess, how comfortable are most students in
this school with gay, lesbian or bisexual people who are the
same sex as they are?

BOYS

Not
comfortable
1
Q80How
Comfortable are
you with gays,
lesbians and
bisexuals who
are the same
sex as you?

9
Sort of
comfortable
3

A

4

Very
comfortable
5

1

2

3

4

5

Total

#

104

41

10

3

0

158

%

65.8%

25.9%

6.3%

1.9%

.0%

100.0%

#
%
#

14
13.2%
16

70
66.0%
33

19
17.9%
52

2
1.9%
6

1
.9%
1

106
100.0%
108

%

14.8%

30.6%

48.1%

5.6%

.9%

100.0%

#
%
#

9
11.4%
7

24
30.4%
17

37
46.8%
15

7
8.9%
8

2
2.5%
10

79
100.0%
57

14.0%

17.5%

100.0%

%

12.3%

29.8%

26.3%

Spearman correlation value .530
Eighth graders generally assumed their peers were less comfortable with gays,
lesbians and bisexuals of the same sex but a higher percentage of eighth graders chose the
response category “Very comfortable” than either tenth or twelfth graders. The overall
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number of students who felt their peers would be “Very comfortable” on Question 81 was
21 but it’s interesting that 13 (more than half) were eighth graders. Given that eighth
graders general level of support was lower, it is surprising that so many of the students
reporting the highest levels of comfort were from the eighth grade.
Question 82
Question 82 departs from the previous study questions in that it does not ask
about comfort and instead asks students to anticipate what their response might be to a
specific event. The question read: “How would you react if a friend told you he or she
were gay, lesbian or bisexual?” Instead of a five-point Likert scale, Question 82 asked
students to choose from four possible reactions which included: 1) I’d stop being their
friend; 2) I’d still be their friend but not as close anymore; 3) Nothing would really
change but I’d probably be uncomfortable; and 4) I’d support them 100%.
Responses to this question were favorable, overall, with most students reporting
that they would continue to be a friend to the person disclosing his or her homo/bisexual
orientation. The responses to Question 82 are detailed in Table 35. The mean for this
question was 3.07, which is quite high for a four-point scale.
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Table 35 Frequency for Question 82 “How would you react if a friend told you he or she
_were gay, lesbian, or bisexual?” _
Valid
Count
Percent
Percent
I’d stop being their friend
90
7.9
8.2
I’d still be their friend but not as close
anymore
Nothing would really change but I’d
probably be uncomfortable
I’d support them 100%
Total
Missing
Total

184

16.2

16.8

376

33.0

34.3

446

39.2

40.7

1096
42
1138

96.3
3.7
100.0

100.0

Demographic Correlations
There was a significant relationship between gender and Question 82 with girls
feeling they would be more supportive of a friend who came out to them. Table 36 shows
the cross-tabulation of this question.
Table 36 Cross-tabulation of gender with the responses to Question 82 “How would you
_react if a friend told you he or she were gay, lesbian or bisexual?”_

Gender
Female
Male
Q82 How would
you react if a
friend came out
as gay/lesbian?

I’d stop being their friend
I’d still be their friend but not as
close anymore
Nothing would really change but
I’d probably be uncomfortable
I’d support them 100%

3.3%

13.7%

12.0%

22.1%

35.8%

32.7%

48.9%

31.5%

Spearman correlation -.240 (gender coded as 1 for females)
There was also a significant relationship between Question 82 and the grade of the
respondent with older students again showing higher levels of gay supportive attitudes.
Table 37 shows the cross tabulation for Question 82 by grade.
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Table 37 Cross-tabulation of grade with the responses to Question 82 “How would you
react if a friend told you he or she were gay, lesbian or bisexual?”

Grade
Q82 How
would you
react if a
friend came
out as
gay/lesbian?

I’d stop being their friend
I’d still be their friend but not
as close anymore
Nothing would really change
but I’d probably be
uncomfortable
I’d support them 100%

8th

10th

12th

9.3%

8.3%

5.3%

21.0%

15.4%

11.3%

34.3%

37.2%

30.8%

35.5%

39.1%

52.6%

Spearman correlation .146
Sexual orientation had a similar affect on Question 82 as it has on all of the
previous study questions. Respondents who were either self-identified as gay, lesbian,
bisexual or not sure or who had a sexual history of same-sex contact were more likely
than heterosexuals to choose the lowest and highest levels of support for a friend coming
out. See Figures 14 and 15 for those trends.

■ Heterosexual □GLBTU
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Figure 14 Question 82 broken out by self-identified sexual orientation
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■ Heterosexual sexual history
□ Gay/lesbian or bisexual sexual history
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Figure 15 Question 82 broken out by sexual orientation defined by sexual history
Question 83
Question 83 was the question pair for number 82 and read, “How do you think
most students at this school would react if a friend came out to them as gay, lesbian or
bisexual?” The same response categories were used. Similar to the previous perception
questions, students underestimated peer support for GLB students. The frequencies for
Question 83 appear in Table 38.
Table 38 Frequency of Question 83, “How do you think most students at this school
would react if a friend came out to them as gay, lesbian, or bisexual?”

Q83

Frequency

Percent

I’d stop being their friend
I’d still be their friend but not as
close anymore
Nothing would really change but
I’d probably be uncomfortable
I’d support them 100%
Total
Missing
Total

331

29.1

Valid
Percent
30.6

356

31.3

32.9

334

29.3

30.8

62
1083
55
1138

5.4
95.2
4.8
100.0

5.7
100.0
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Demographic Correlations
Gender and grade played a role in the results for Question 83. A larger proportion
of girls compared to boys guessed correctly that their peers would choose the response
category, “Nothing would really change but I’d probably be uncomfortable” (35% vs.
26%). A larger proportion of boys compared to girls assumed their peers would choose
the response category, “I’d stop being their friend” (37% vs. 25%).

Table 39 Gender break down of Question 83, “How do you think most students at this
_school would react if a friend came out to them as gay, lesbian, or bisexual?”
Q83 How do you think most students at this school would react if a
friend came out to them as gay, lesbian or bisexual?
1
2
3
4
I’d stop I’d still be their Nothing would
I’d
being
friend but not really change support
Mean
their
as close
but I’d
them
friend
anymore
probably be
100%
uncomfortable

Girls
Boys

2.25
1.97

24.7%
37.1%

33.3%
32.5%

34.7%
26.4%

7.4%
3.9%

Total

100%
100%

There was a marked difference between 8th graders and older students with much
less of a difference between 10th graders and 12th graders. Table 40 shows the results for
the grade cross tabulation with means for each.
Table 40 Grade break down of Question 83, “How do you think most students at this
_school would react if a friend came out to them as gay, lesbian, or bisexual?”
Q83 How do you think most students at this school would react if a
friend came out to them as gay, lesbian or bisexual?
4
3
1
2
I’d still be Nothing would I’d support
I’d stop
being their their friend really change them 100%
Mean
but I’d
friend
but not as
probably be
close
uncomfortable
anymore
8th
10th
12th

1.91
2.25
2.33

42.1%
22.2%
20.5%

30.6%
36.2%
32.6%

94

21.9%
36.2%
40.2%

5.4%
5.5%
6.8%

Total

100%
100%
100%

Similar to the trends in previous questions, GLBN students and those with a
sexual history of same sex contact were more likely to report the highest and lowest
levels of support for a gay or lesbian friend coming out of the closet. See Figures 16 and
17 for details.

■ Heterosexual □GLBTU
45%
40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
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0%

Figure 16 Question 83 broken out by self-identified sexual orientation

■ Heterosexual sexual history
□ Gay/lesbian or bisexual sexual history

Figure 17 Question 83 broken out by sexual orientation defined by sexual history
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Questions Set Comparison - 82 to 83
The mean for Question 83 was 2.12 compared to 3.07 in Question 82 meaning
that students underestimate support for a peer coming out as GLB by nearly a full point.
Questions 82 and 83 were cross-tabulated significantly (.000) with a Spearman
correlation value of .308. Table 41 shows the side-by-side comparison of the valid
percent frequencies for both questions. Similar to previous actual vs. perceived question
pairs, students with the lowest levels ofpersonal support of a GLB peer who comes out
assumed the majority of students in their school shared their lack of support. The cross¬
tabulation frequencies appear in Table 42.
Table 41 Comparison of responses to Questions 82 and 83

Question 82
Actual

Question 83
Perceived

8.2%

30.6%

16.8%

32.9%

34.3%

30.8%

40.7%

5.7%

I’d stop being their friend
I’d still be their friend but not as close
anymore
Nothing would really change but I’d
probably be uncomfortable
I’d support them 100%

Table 42 Cross-tabulation of Questions 82 with 83
Q83 How do you think most students at this school would
react if a friend came out to them as gay, lesbian, or bisexual?

63
73.3%

Still be
friend
but not
be as
close
anymore
16
18.6%

Nothing
would
change
but be
uncom¬
fortable
5
5.8%

82
46.1%

64
36.0%

24
13.5%

8
4.5%

87
23.9%

139
38.2%

124
34.1%

14
3.8%

94
21.3%

133
30.1%

177
40.0%

38
8.6%

Stop
being
friend

Q82 How
would you
react if a
friend told
you he or
she were
gay, lesbian
or bisexual?

Stop being friend
Still be friend but
not be as close
anymore
Nothing would
change but be
uncomfortable
Support them
100%

#
%
#
%
#
%
#
%
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Support
them
100%
2
2.3%

Total

86
100.0%
178
100.0%
364
100.0%
442
100.0%

Students who responded to both Questions 82 and 83 can be grouped into three
categories. The majority of them, 712 students of 1070 (67%), responding to both
Questions 82 and 83, assumed their peers felt less supportive than they did themselves.
These results can be seen shaded in pink in Tables 39 and 40. Of those 712 students, 398
guessed the majority of their peers to be one category less supportive. For example, if a
student responded that he or she would “Support them 100%” if their friend came out as
gay, lesbian or bisexual then he or she would guess that most students in the school
would respond the category below which was “Nothing would really change but I’d
probably be uncomfortable.” Another 220 students of the 712 who felt their peers were
less supportive guessed others to be two categories less. Only 94 students felt their peers
were three categories less supportive.
More than a quarter (27% or 289) of students thought their assumed reaction to a
friend who came out to them as gay, lesbian or bisexual was the norm among most of
their peers. More detail can be found shaded in yellow in Tables 42 and 43.
Only six percent of students (69 respondents) assumed that most of the students in
their school were more likely to be supportive of a friend who came out as gay, lesbian or
bisexuals. Of those who assumed their peers were more supportive, the majority of them,
54 or 78%, assumed others to be one category less supportive than their personal comfort.
The remaining twenty two percent of the 69 students who felt peers would be more
supportive were split between two and three categories more supportive. See Tables 42
and 43 shaded in blue for more details on students who assume their peers were more
supportive of a friend coming out than they were themselves.

Table 43 Description of the sub-groups of respondents (Most students are less
comfortable than me. Most students are just as comfortable as me and Most
students are more comfortable than me) within the three main groups for Q82
vs. Q83_

Cateaorv

Count

Less comfortable than self

% of
category

712

1 category less
2 categories less
3 categories less

Just as comfortable as self

398
220
94

67%
56%
31%
13%

289

Stop being friends on both 82 & 83
Still friends but not as close on both
82 & 83
Nothing would change but probably
uncomfortable on both 82 & 83
Support them 100% 82 & 83

More comfortable than self

Total

37%
21%
9%

27%

63
_

22%
_

6%

ZZVo

6%

194

Aw
0
13%

. 90/
0
4%

04

38

69

1 category more
2 categories more
3 categories more

% of total
sample

54
13
2

6%
78%
19%
3%

5%
1%
<1%

1070

Overview of Sexual Orientation Correlates
Generally speaking, GLB students were only slightly different from their
heterosexual peers when responding to the study questions. Gay/lesbian respondents
chose the least and most supportive/comfortable response categories whether they were
responding about their own feelings or their perceptions of others’. Bisexually identified
students tended to be the most supportive/comfortable of all sexual orientations. The
reasons for this overall trend are largely unclear given the available data. More about this
trend will be discussed in Chapter 5.

Overview of Other Survey Correlates
My six GLBT focus group designed questions were folded into a survey that
asked students about various aspects of students’ lives and health. I was interested to see
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if any of the other questions were correlated with higher levels of GLB comfort/support.
The relationship of numerous questions was explored including the following Question
numbers: 6-14, 17-18, 23, 28, 32-34, 39, 43-44, 62-68 and 86-96 (see Appendix D for the
full survey). There was a weak relationship with all of questions. However, in most cases,
the relationship could be explained by either gender or grade. For example, because girls
and older students tended to be more GLB-supportive, any question that was also
influenced by gender would appear to be influenced by my survey questions. Therefore
when it looked as though there was a correlation between being sexually active and being
more GLB-supportive the relationship actually appeared slightly significant because girls
are both most likely to be sexually active AND most likely to be GLB-supportive. In this
same way, all other survey questions that appeared to be correlated with the surveydesigned questions were actually correlated with the same variables that the surveydesigned questions were e.g. gender and age.
While most of the six study questions had a generally weak relationship to other
survey questions, a few did stand out.
Estimated Grade Point Average
Students’ self-reported grades (Question 5, an estimation of grade average)
showed some relationship of comfort with GLBs. The estimated grade average question
read, “Putting them all together, what were your grades like last year?”, with response
categories of “Mostly A’s”, “Mostly B’s”, etc. Because the number of students reporting
“Mostly F’s” was so low (25), this category was dropped from the cross-tabulation.
The Spearman’s Correlation significance and value for each of the three study
questions with significance appears in Table 40. Question 78 crossed with grade average
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(figure 19) suggests that the higher the grades, the more likely the student is to have
higher levels of support. Adding together just the two highest levels of support on
Question 78 the percentage of students with Mostly A’s was 53, Mostly B’s was 44%,
Mostly C’s was 37% and Mostly D’s was 37% (see Table 44 for details). The difference
between Mostly A’s and Mostly B’s was most striking. The differences between “Mostly
C’s” and “Mostly D’s” of less than half a percentage point explains why the value of the
correlation was so low.
Table 44 Responses to the two most comfortable response categories for Questions 78, 80
and 82 cross-tabulated with Question 8 about the importance of education
beyond high school

Question 78
Question 8
How important is
it to you to
continue your
education after
High School?
Mostly A’s
Mostly B’s
Mostly C’s
Mostly D’s

Question 80

How comfortable
are you with gays,
lesbians or
bisexuals??

How comfortable
are you with gay,
lesbian or
bisexual people
who are the same
sex as you?
Two most comfortable/supportive
_
categories
53%
43%
44%
35%
37%
32%
37%
24%

Spearman’s
correlation
value -.125

Spearman’s
correlation
value -.131

Question 82
How would you
react if a friend
told you he or
she were gay,
lesbian or
bisexual?
response
82%
71%
72%
59%
Spearman’s
correlation
value -.103

The trend was similar for Question 80. Again adding together just the two highest
levels of support, the scores for each grade average level were: Mostly A’s - 43%,

Mostly B’s - 35 %, Mostly C’s - 32%, and Mostly D’s - 23%.
On Question 82, the differences between the scores for each grade average
category were more muddied (figure 18). The two most supportive response categories
for Question 82 were, “Support them 100%” and “Nothing would really change but I’d
probably be uncomfortable”. Combining the percentages of students choosing these two
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most supportive response categories and crossing them with grade average resulted as:
Mostly A’s - 82%, Mostly B’s - 71 %, Mostly C’s - 72%, and Mostly D’s - 59%. The
Mostly B’s and Mostly C’s groups were nearly identical to each other while the A’s and
D’s stood out from the group. Not surprisingly, the correlation value for Question 82 was
the lowest of the three study questions with a value of .103. In this question, unlike the
other two, you can see the percentage of students choosing the highest level of support
decrease as the grade average decreases.

■ Stop being friends

50%
40%

□ Still friends, not as close

30%

■ Still friends, maybe
uncomfortable

20%
10%

■ Support 100%

o%

Mostly A’s Mostly B's Mostly C's Mostly D's

Figure 18 Question 82 cross tabulated with academic grade average
Overall, there is a trend toward students with higher grade averages expressing more
support for and comfort with gays, lesbians and bisexuals.
Educational Aspirations
Question 8 on the survey asked about the importance of continuing one’s
education beyond high school. The question read, “How important is it to you to continue
your education after High School?” Using the two most supportive response categories
combined, the comparison of Question 8 with the study questions (78, 80 and 82) are in
Table 45.

101

While the one-to-one relationship measured by the Spearman’s correlation was
low, the relationship of the study questions to the educational aspiration question is fairly
clear. The more important education beyond high school is to the student, the more likely
he or she is to be supportive of or comfortable with gays, lesbians and bisexuals.

Table 45 Demonstrates the correlation of Question 8 about the importance of education
beyond high school with the three study questions

Question 8
How important is it
to you to continue
your education
after High School?

Question 78

Question 80

Question 82

How
comfortable are
you with gays,
lesbians or
bisexuals??

How comfortable
are you with gay,
lesbian or
bisexual people
who are the same
sex as you?

How would you
react if a friend
told you he or she
were gay, lesbian
or bisexual?

Two most comfortable response categories
Very important

48.1%

39.5%

78.9%

Somewhat
important

43.5%

33.2%

67.7%

A little important

36.3%

30.9%

63.7%

Not important at all

30.3%

18.2%

54.5%

Spearman’s
correlation value .109

Spearman’s
correlation
value -.109

Spearman’s
correlation
value -.120

Connection to Adults in the School
Question 11 on the survey asked about whether the student felt he or she could go
to a teacher or other adult at school for help with a personal problem. The correlations
between this question and the three study questions (Questions 78, 80 and 82) were again
weak but significant. There were four response categories for Question 11. These
categories and the combined percentages for the two most supportive response categories
for each of the three study questions appear in Table 46 along with the Spearman’s
correlation for each.
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Table 46 Demonstrates the correlation of Question 11 about the importance of education
_beyond high school with the three study questions_

Question 11

Question 78

Question 80

Question 82

If 1 had a
personal
problem, there is
at least one
teacher or other
adult in the
school 1 could
ask for help.

How comfortable
are you with gays,
lesbians or
bisexuals?

How comfortable
are you with gay,
lesbian or
bisexual people
who are the same
sex as you?

How would you
react if a friend
told you he or she
were gay, lesbian
or bisexual?

Definitely No

37.4%

28.0%

63.4%

No

39.8%

31.2%

70.7%

Yes

46.4%

36.5%

74.4%

Definitely Yes

55.8%

49.5%

86.4%

Spearman’s
correlation
value .128

Spearman’s
correlation
value .116

Spearman’s
correlation
value . 156

Two most comfortable response categories

The correlation values were stronger for this question than for the previous ones
but they still lack a clear one-to-one relationship. However, it is apparent that the more
confident a student feels in his or her ability to approach an adult at school, the more
likely that student is to be supportive of or comfortable with gays, lesbians and bisexuals.

Connection to Adult in the Community
The final variable that was correlated with the study questions was number 12, “If
I had a personal problem, there is at least one other adult in the community (not a parent,
guardian, or adult at school) I could ask for help”. This question had the same response
categories as number 11 in the previous sub-section. The relationship was the same as
well. The more able the student felt he or she was to seek help from an adult in the
community, the more likely he or she was to be supportive of or comfortable with gays,
lesbians and bisexuals. See Table 47 for results from this correlation.
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Table 47 Demonstrates the correlation of Question 12 about the importance of education
beyond high school with the three study questions
Question 12
If 1 had a personal
problem, there is at
least one other adult
in the community 1
could ask for help
school 1 could ask
for help.

Question 78

Question 80

Question 82

How comfortable
are you with gays,
lesbians or
bisexuals?

How comfortable
are you with gay,
lesbian or
bisexual people
who are the same
sex as you?

How would you
react if a friend
told you he or she
were gay, lesbian
or bisexual?

Two most comfortable response categories

Definitely No

45.3%

31.7%

70.9%

No

37.8%

28.9%

68.1%

Yes

46.1%

37.0%

73.9%

Definitely Yes

53.8%

46.5%

85.9%

Spearman’s
correlation
value .123

Spearman’s
correlation
value .120

Spearman’s
correlation
value .147

The unusual feature of Question 12 is that when crossed with all three study
questions, the group that responded “No” was out of step with the progression from
lowest to highest. In each case, this group represented the lowest level of comfort with or
support of gays, lesbians and bisexuals.
It is interesting to note that there was a question similar to 11 and 12 that asked
about how able a student felt to seek help with a personal problem from a parent or
guardian. This question, unlike being able to seek help from a school or community adult,
was not significantly correlated with GLB comfort or support.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

Introduction
In this study, I have: examined gay, lesbian bisexual (GLB) students’ feelings
about the aspects of peer-related school climate; measured the attitudes they felt were
most telling of their school’s climate; and scrutinized the accuracy with which GLB
students guess the prevalence of these attitudes among their peers. This is summed up in
the following five research questions:
1.

2.
3.

4.
5.

What peer-related behaviors, attitudes, language, etc. do gay, lesbian, bisexual
and questioning (GLBQ) high school students think are most revealing of
their peers’ level of homophobia or GLBQ support?
What homophobic or gay-supportive behaviors and attitudes are normative
among the majority heterosexual students in the sample?
How accurate are GLBQ students’ perceptions of the behaviors, attitudes,
language, etc, that GLBQ students themselves think are most revealing of
their peers’ level of homophobia or GLBQ support?
How does a student’s own attitudes toward gays, lesbians and bisexual
compare to their perceptions of other’s attitudes toward sexual minorities?
How are the most and least homophobic students similar and different from
one another?

The survey used to answer Research Questions 2 through 5 included 1,000 eighth,
tenth and twelfth grade students from five public K-12 school districts in a Massachusetts
county.

Research Question 1
In Research Question 1 I was interested in what GLB students felt were the most
important peer-related indicators of their school’s safety. In the focus groups conducted
for this study, I asked students what they would look for, or want to know from their
peers, to figure out if their school was safe them and other GLB students. The
participants felt that asking about their peers’ general comfort with gays, lesbians, and
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bisexuals, as well as comfort with a friend coming out, were the best indications of
school climate. The Questions, numbers 78, 80 and 82, appear in the full school health
survey, which appears in Appendix D.
Currently, as discussed in Chapter 1, school climate surveys focus on the number
of students who hear anti-gay epithets and experience homophobic harassment (GLSEN,
2003). While I agree these are important elements, I am unconvinced that these create a
complete or accurate picture of overall school climate for GLB students. Name-calling
and harassment may be an indication that there are some homophobic students in a school
but I do not believe they are a good measure of whether or not a school is “safe” for GLB
students.
The two focus groups I worked with indicated that their classmates’ general
feelings of comfort with gays, lesbians and bisexuals were a more important indicator of
school climate than simply the frequency with which they heard homophobic put-downs.
Rather than rely on adult perceptions of the important elements of school safety, I believe
this study has suggested that a better way of developing school climate inquiries is to
engage youth in developing school climate indicators.
Research Question 2

The second research question investigated: “ What homophobic or gay-supportive
behaviors or attitudes are normative among the majority heterosexual students?” Three

attitudes were examined: comfort with gays, lesbians and bisexuals, comfort with GLB
people the same gender as the respondent and a guess about how the student would react
if a friend came out to them as gay, lesbian or bisexual. These Questions appeared as 78,
80 and 82 on the survey found in Appendix D.
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The first Question, 78, read:
78 How comfortable are you with gays, lesbians, and bisexuals?
Not comfortable
Sort of Comfortable
Very Comfortable
1.2..3.
Students who circled “4” are considered “comfortable” with gays, lesbians and bisexuals
as I believe that is a reasonable description of this number on the Likert scale.
The norm among the 1,100 eighth, tenth and twelfth graders who took the survey
was that seventy-one percent (71%) of students were “sort of comfortable” to “very
comfortable” with gays lesbians and bisexuals. Forty-six percent (46%) of students were
“comfortable” to “very comfortable”. Looking at just tenth and twelfth graders (high
school students), a norm of fifty-four percent (54%) of students was “comfortable” to
“very comfortable.”
The survey question used to answer the second research questions was number
80, which read:
80

How comfortable are you with gay, lesbian or bisexual people who are the same
sex as you?

Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

1.2..3.4... .5
The survey found that fifty-nine percent (59%) of eighth, tenth, and twelfth grade
respondents were “sort of comfortable” to “very comfortable”, with thirty-seven percent
(37%) reporting that they were “comfortable” to “very comfortable.” There was an
erosion of support when the question moved from general support of GLBs to GLBs of
the same gender but a GLB-supportive norm among respondents was maintained.

Looking just at high school students’ responses to Question 80, sixty-eight percent (68%)
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were “sort of comfortable” to “very comfortable” with gays, lesbians and bisexuals of the
same gender as the respondent.
The third survey question that investigated Research Question 2 was number
eighty-two, which read:
82 How would you react if a friend told you he or she were gay, lesbian or bisexual?

(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)

I’d stop being their friend
I’d still be their friend but not as close anymore
Nothing would really change but I’d probably be uncomfortable
I’d support them 100%

The responses to this question were the most positive meaning students’ answers to
Question 82 best demonstrate the five schools districts’ most GLB-supportive norms.
Ninety-one percent (91%) of students would support a friend who came out to them as
gay, lesbian or bisexual. Seventy-five percent (75%) said they would support their friend
and remain just as close as before they found out about the homosexual or bisexual
orientation. One of the response options to this question was “I’d support them 100%”.
This was the highest level of support a respondent could choose and it is encouraging that
it was the most often chosen (41%).
One of the response options to was, “Nothing would really change but I’d
probably be uncomfortable.” I think this is probably a natural response for students who
have had little exposure to sexual minorities (Bruce, 2002). My experience watching the
GLB youth I have worked with, and my own friends who have disclosed their sexual
orientation to friends and family, is that it might make someone uncomfortable at first,
but that discomfort generally dissipates in a short time.
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Research Question 3

Research Question 3 read: How accurate are gay, lesbian, bisexual students ’
perceptions of the prevalence of the behaviors, attitudes, language, etc, GLBQ students
think are most revealing of their peers ’ level of homophobia or GLBQ support?” To

comprehensively answer this question it must be looked at in three parts. The first (1)
who are the gay, lesbian, bisexual and questioning students, then (2) what are GLBQ
students’ perceptions of the behaviors, attitudes, language, that GLBQ students
themselves think are most revealing of their peers’ level of homophobia or GLBQ
support and last (3) are those perceptions accurate. This section will address all three sub¬
questions.
Who are the Gay, Lesbian. Bisexuah and Questioning Students?
Teasing out the respondents who identified themselves as gay, lesbian or bisexual
proved harder than expected. Question seventy-two on the survey asked how survey
respondents identified their sexual orientation. The response options were: gay/lesbian,
bisexual, not sure and not identified. I did not realize at the time I was designing the
survey that these response categories would make it so difficult to determine who in the
sample should be identified as “questioning” their sexual orientation. How should I
understand sexual identity for students who identified as “unsure” or “unknown?”
In the original design of the question, the category “not identified” did not appear.
Adding that category was in response to feedback from one of the three field-testing
focus groups used to edit and pilot-test the survey questions. The participants in these
focus groups were predominantly heterosexual. One focus group participant, Joe, was
emphatic that he chooses not to identify his sexual orientation. He said if he were

presented with the response categories purposed, he would skip the question. Another
student voiced support for Joe and suggested adding the response category “Not
identified”. The focus group co-facilitator and I agreed to include this suggestion in the
final draft of the survey.
In hindsight, I feel that was the wrong decision. What I ended up with was a large
group of students, 12% of the entire sample, which identified as either “not sure” or “not
identified”. That left me with a significant number of students whom I do not know how
to classify. Do I assume all of these students are “questioning” their sexual orientation or
did they simply not understand the question? Why did some students choose not to be
identified? Without knowing better how to classify these students, I could not accurately
answer research question number three. If I do not know who the gay, lesbian, bisexual
and questioning students are, I cannot tell if they accurately perceive the attitudes of their
peers.
To understand this unexpected finding better, I look to the literature discussing
the coming-out process and models of adolescent identity development. These two bodies
of literature help to clarify the reasons it was, and will likely remain, difficult to
determine among adolescents who see themselves as gay, lesbian, bisexual and
questioning.
Perhaps the best-known writings on adolescent identity issues are those by Erik
Erikson who coined the phrase, “Adolescent Identity Crisis” (Erickson, 1968). Erickson
described this stage life cycle as the period of development when adolescents wrestle
with the tension between “Identity vs. Role Confusion.” Adolescents who receive
appropriate encouragement and support through their identity exploration will emerge
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from the identity crisis stage with a strong sense of self and a feeling of independence and
control. Those who remain unsure of their beliefs, values and desires will be insecure and
confused about themselves and the future.
This identity development process necessarily involves “trying on” various
identities to develop the one that is a good fit for the individual (Erickson, 1968; Marcia,
1993a). While exploring different identities, it is natural that a teen would reject attempts,
particularly adult attempts, to label him or her (Marcia, 1993a). This is the developmental
process I believe was at work for the focus group participant who said he felt that he
didn’t want to identify his sexual orientation. This young man was probably in the throws
of resolving his “identify vs. identity confusion” crisis and potentially his coming-out
process as well. To have any adult push him to resolve these developmental processes
early, or on terms that were not his own, was flatly and appropriately rejected. I believe
this was a gay-identity and adolescent developmental maneuver that was both appropriate
and worthy of applause from adults who want to encourage and support youth through a
positive identity achievement process.
For students grappling with their sexual orientation, choosing an identity would
also be difficult. The literature on GLB social identity development is filled with coming
out models (Cass, 1979; Chapman & Brannock, 1987; Coleman, 1981; Dank, 1971;
Faderman, 1984; Kirkpatrick & Morgan, 1980; Lee, 1977; Minton &McDonald, 1984; de
Monteflores & Schultz, 1978; Plummer, 1975; Richardson & Hart, 1981; Schafer, 1976;
Sophie, 1986; Troiden, 1979, 1989). Many of these models describe a period in the
beginning of the coming out process when an individual struggles to understand his or
her same-sex attractions or behavior (Cass, 1979; Coleman, 1981; Troiden, 1989). People
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react differently to this stage of coming out and may, for a period of time, need to be in
active denial that they are anything but heterosexual (Cass, 1979). This is the stage in the
coming-out process I would describe as “questioning”. A person may or may not be able
or willing to acknowledge this internal struggle.
In light of both the adolescent identity development and the coming-out process,
asking young people to correctly identify their sexual orientation is probably possible
only for those who have had the environmental experiences and internal resources needed
to achieve a firm sexual orientation identity (Marcia, 1993b; Cass, 1979). Given the age
of students in high school, it is likely that only a few of those who are consciously
grappling with their sexual orientation will be able to indicate on a survey that they are
gay, lesbian or bisexual (Cass, 1979). Future surveys might instead ask students whom
they are most attracted to as an alternate method of identifying students who may be
wresting with sexual orientation issues. This approach skirts the sticky issue of asking
adolescents who are negotiating their adolescent identity development process to commit
to a sexual identity. See “Implications for Researchers” later in the next chapter for more
on this potential line of questioning.
Many of the students who do not identify themselves as gay, lesbian or bisexual
in this study, but who will eventually develop an adult GLB identity, are actively
involved in a sexual orientation “identity crisis” in high school. Perhaps a large
proportion of the 12 percent (12%) of my sample that chose the response categories “Not
sure” or “Not identified” on the sexual orientation question have, in some sense,
identified themselves as “questioning” (Cass, 1979; Chapman & Brannock, 1977).
Students exploring their sexual identity or sexual orientation are of critical concern to me
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because GLB identity development researchers have pointed to negative experiences
having a negative impact on positive gay identity development (Allen & Duhl Glicken,
1996; Halpin & Allen, 2004; Rowen & Malcolm, 2004). The underlying aim for this
study was to explore the best ways to support GLBQ youth in their coming-out process
through positive experiences in high school.
In light of the adolescent developmental and coming-out processes at work for
some of the students in my sample, I am led to modify Research Question 3 in order to
answer it. I cannot determine which students in the sample are questioning their sexual
orientation because of the way the sexual orientation question was asked. Instead I
answer Research Question 3 only for those few students who were able to clearly identify
that they were gay, lesbian or bisexual. This question will now read: How accurate are

gay, lesbian, bisexual students’ perceptions of the prevalence of the behaviors, attitudes,
language, etc, they think are most revealing of their peers’ level of homophobia or GLBQ
support?
What are GLB Students’ Perceptions of Peer Homophobia or GLBQ
Support?
There were three questions about respondents’ attitudes toward gays, lesbians or
bisexuals. Each of these three attitude questions was paired with a question asking about
the perceptions of “most students” attitudes toward gays, lesbians and bisexuals. To
answer sub-Question 2 of Research Question 3,1 analyzed the answers to these
perception questions among the GLB students in the survey sample.
The three perception questions read as follows in the survey (full survey in
Appendix D).
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79 If you had to guess, how comfortable do you think most students in your school
are with gays, lesbians and bisexuals?
Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

1.2,.

81 If you had to guess, how comfortable are most students in this school with gay,
lesbian or bisexual people who are the same sex as they are? (In other words,
how comfortable are guys in this school with gay men and girls in this school
with lesbians?)
Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

1.2.3.4.5
83 How do you think most students at this school would react if a friend came out to
them as gay, lesbian or bisexual?
(1) Most students would probably stop being the gay or bisexual person’s friend
(2) Most students would probably still be the gay or bisexual person’s friend but
not as close anymore
(3) Nothing would really change for most students but it would probably be
uncomfortable for the heterosexual (straight) person
(4) Most students would probably support a gay friend 100%

To analyze GLB students’ responses to these questions I cross-tabulated Question
72 about sexual orientation with each of the survey items above. Not all GLB students
answered each of the above study questions. Only 14 students chose the response
category, “Gay/lesbian” on Question 72 and only 10, 13, and 12 respectively chose to
answer Questions 79, 81 and 83. Thirty-eight respondents chose “Bisexual” response
category and again, not all of them answered the study questions about “most students”
perceptions of homophobia or GLB-support. Tables 48-50 show the responses of these
students to the peer perception questions from the survey.
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Table 48 Cross-tabulation of gay/lesbian and bisexual sexual orientation with Question
79 “How comfortable do you think most students in your school are with
gays, lesbians and bisexuals?”

Q72 Sexuality selfidentified

Q79

How comfortable do you think
most students in your school are with
gays, lesbians and bisexuals?

Gay or
lesbian

Not comfortable 1
2
Sort of comfortable 3
4
Very comfortable 5

D.
,
Blsexual

2
4
4
0
0
10

Total

2
5
17
10
3
37

Table 49 Cross-tabulation of gay/lesbian and bisexual sexual orientation with Question
79 “How comfortable do you think most students in your school are with
gays, lesbians, and bisexuals?’"_

Q81

How comfortable do you
think most students in your
school are with gays and
lesbians who are the same sex?

Q.72 Sexuality self¬
identified

Gay or
lesbian

Bisexual

Not comfortable 1
2
Sort of comfortable 3
4
Very comfortable 5

3

10

5
3

7

1
1

12
6
1

Total

13

36

Table 50 Cross-tabulation of gay/lesbian and bisexual sexual orientation with Question
79 “How comfortable do you think most students in your school are with
gays, lesbians, and bisexuals?”_

Q83

How do you think students in your school
would react if a friend came out as gay/lesbian or
bisexual?

Q72 Sexuality selfidentified

or
lesbian

Bisexual

Stop being their friend

4

10

Still be their friend but not as close
Nothing would really change but they’d
probably be uncomfortable
Support them 100%

4

6

2

14

2

6

12

36

Total

115

Do GLB Students Accurately Perceive Their Peers’ Behavior. Attitudes.
Language, etc, that GLBQ Students Themselves Think Are Most
Revealing of Their Peers’ Level of Homophobia or GLBO Support?
Knowing GLB students’ answers to the three peer perception questions I can now
answer the main part of Research Question 3 which is how accurate those perceptions. To
do so, I compared the full sample’s answers to Questions 78, 80 and 82 about student
personal attitudes towards gays, lesbians, and bisexuals to GLB students’ perceptions of
these answers. The comparisons appear in Tables 51-53.
Table 51 Responses to Question 79 by self-identified sexual orientation compared to all
_students responses to Question 80_

Q79

How comfortable do
you think most students in
your school are with gays,
lesbians and bisexuals?

Not comfortable 1
2
Sort of comfortable 3
4
Very comfortable 5
Total

Q72 Sexuality selfidentified
Gay or
Bisexual
lesbian
2 20%
2
5%
4 40%
5
14%
4 40%
17
46%
0
10
27%
0
3
8%
10
37

Full sample responses
to Question 78:
How comfortable are you with
gays, lesbians and bisexuals?

13%
15%
26%
23%
23%
/1057

Table 52 Responses to Question 81 by self-identified sexual orientation compared to all
_students responses to Question 80_

Q72 Sexuality selfidentified

Q81

How comfortable do
you think most students in
your school are with gays
and lesbians who are the
same sex?

Not comfortable 1
2
Sort of comfortable 3
4
Very comfortable 5
Total

Gay or
lesbian
3
5
3
1
1
13

Bisexual

23%
39%
23%
8%
8%

10
7
12
6
1
36
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28%
19%
33%
17%
3%

Full sample
responses to
Question 80:
How comfortable are you
with gays, lesbians and
bisexuals who are the same
sex as you?

22%
19%
22%
19%
18%
/1038

Table 53 Responses to Question 83 by self-identified sexual orientation compared to all
students responses to Question 82

Q83

How do you think most
students in your school would react if
a friend came out as gay/lesbian or
bisexual?

Q72 Sexuality selfidentified

Full sample
responses to
Question 82:
How would you react if a
friend came out as
gay/lesbian or bisexual?

Gay or
lesbian

,
Blsexual

Stop being their friend

4

33%

10

28%

8%

Still be their friend but not
as close

4

33%

6

17%

17%

Nothing would really change
but they’d probably be
uncomfortable

2

17%

14

39%

34%

Support them 100%

2

17%

6

17%

41%

Total

12

36

Of 1038
respondents

It is problematic to compare the responses as I’ve done above because “most
students” did not choose any one category. Even looking at a mean is somewhat
problematic. Instead I think it is appropriate to look at the overall trend of compared
responses and notice that, for example in Table 53, that seventy-five percent (75%) of
“most students” chose the two most supportive categories in the question but only thirtyfour percent (34%) of gay/lesbian students believed “most students” felt that way.
In general, gay and lesbian students tended to assume their peers would be less
supportive than those peers felt they were or would be. Bisexual students assumed a
generally higher level of support. It is interesting to note that, on average, gay and lesbian
students tended to be themselves less supportive of gays and lesbians than either
bisexuals or the general sample. For more details on the relationship between one’s own
level of support versus perceived support see the results detailed in Chapter 4.
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The overall answer to Research Question 3 is that GLB students tend to
underestimate their peers support with those who identify as gay or lesbian reporting the
least accurate perceptions.
To leave the discussion there, however, would miss a broader theme. Many of the
students who are questioning their sexual orientation could not be distinguished from the
general student body. Given this, the perception norms of the general student body must
be viewed as important as well.
Tables 54-56 show the general student body responses to survey Questions 79, 81,
and 83 compared to those of gay/lesbian and bisexual students.
Table 54 Frequencies for Question 79 “How comfortable do you think most students in
your school are with gays, lesbians and bisexuals?” compared between
students who identified as gay/lesbian, bisexual and the general sample

Q79

How comfortable do you think
most students in your school are
with gays, lesbians and bisexuals?

Not comfortable 1
2
Sort of comfortable 3
4
Very comfortable 5
Total

Gay/lesbian

Bisexual

20%
40%
40%
0
0
10
respondents

5%
14%
46%
27%
8%
37
Respondents
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General
student body
responses
15%
32%
41%
9%
3%

1097
respondents

Table 55 Frequencies for Question 81 How comfortable do you think most students in
your school are with gays, lesbians, and bisexuals?” compared between
_students who identified as gay/lesbian, bisexual and the general sample

Q81

How comfortable do you
think most students in your school
are with gays and lesbians who are
the same sex?

Not comfortable 1
2
Sort of comfortable 3
4
Very comfortable 5
Total

Gay/lesbian

Bisexual

23%
39%
23%
8%
8%
13
respondents

28%
19%
33%
17%
3%
36
Respondents

General
student body
responses
27%
36%
29%
7%
2%

1098
respondents

Table 56 Frequencies for Question 79 “How comfortable do you think most students in
your school are with gays, lesbians, and bisexuals?” compared between
_students who identified as gay/lesbian, bisexual and the general sample

Gay/lesbian

Bisexual

General
student
body
responses

33%

28%

30.6%

33%

17%

32.9%

17%

39%

30.8%

17%

17%

5.7%

12
respondents

36
Respondents

1083
respondents

Q83 How do you think students in
your school would react if a friend
came out as gay/lesbian or bisexual?

Stop being their friend
Still be their friend but not as
close
Nothing would really change
but they’d probably be
uncomfortable
Support them 100%
Total

Based on these responses, I assume most students are under-perceiving their
peers’ support for GLB people and which means that questioning student are under¬
perceiving support for their emerging GLB identity. This, as I said before, is a concern to
me because the literature indicates lack of support of an immerging GLB identity may
impede the coming-out process and potentially cause the development of a self-hating
GLB identity (Cass, 1996; Hetrick & Martin, 1987; Troiden, 1989).
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To deal with the misperceptions of GLB students and youth who might be
questioning their sexual orientation, a “social norms marketing campaign” may be useful
in informing GLBQ students that the majority of their peers are actually fairly supportive
of gays, lesbians and bisexual. Even more important, most students would support a
friend who came out them as GLB. Even for students who do not enter the coming-out
process while in middle or high school, the memory of a relatively accepting secondary
education experience my help to smooth the way through GLB identity development later
on. More detail on designing a social norms marketing process will be described in
Chapter 6.
Research Question 4
Research Question 4 asked, “How does a student’s own attitudes toward gays,
lesbians and bisexual compare to their perceptions of other’s attitudes toward sexual
minorities?” To answer this question, I looked at each of the survey question pairs that
asked about personal comfort with GLB people and perceptions of others ’ comfort with
gays, lesbians and bisexuals (Questions 78 and 79, 80 and 81; and 82 and 83). The
questions appeared as follows:
78 How comfortable are you with gays, lesbians and bisexuals?
Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

1.2.3.4.5
79 If you had to guess, how comfortable do you think most students in your school
are with gays, lesbians and bisexuals?
Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

1.2.3.4.5
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80 How comfortable are you with gay, lesbian or bisexual people who are the same
sex as they are?
Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

1.2...
81 If you had to guess, how comfortable are most students in this school with gay,
lesbian or bisexual people who are the same sex as they are? (In other words,
how comfortable are guys in this school with gay men and girls in this school
with lesbians?)
Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

1.2.3.4.5
82 How would you react if a friend told you he or she were gay, lesbian or bisexual?
(1) I’d stop being their friend
(2) I’d still be their friend but not as close anymore
(3) Nothing would really change but I’d probably be uncomfortable
(4) I’d support them 100%
83 How do you think most students at this school would react if a friend came out to
them as gay, lesbian or bisexual?
1) Most students would probably stop being the gay or bisexual person’s friend
2) Most students would probably still be the gay or bisexual person’s friend but
not as close anymore
3) Nothing would really change for most students but it would probably be
uncomfortable for the heterosexual (straight) person
4) Most students would probably support a gay friend 100%
Focusing in the first question set, the two least comfortable response categories
are assigned a value of one and two. To investigate the relationship between the question
pairs, I compared the responses to the questions about personal attitudes with perceived
attitudes for each of the self-identified sexual orientation categories: heterosexual,
gay/lesbian, bisexual, not sure and not identified. Table 57 shows this comparison.
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students
Not comfortable 1

11%

2 15%
Sort of comfortable

CO

D

Table 57 Comparison of respondents’ answers to Questions 78 and 79 broken down by
self-identified sexual orientation
Gay or
Q 78: How
Not
Heterosexual
Bisexual
Not
Sure
Lesbian
comfortable are you
Identified
Q 79 How
Q 78 Q 79 Q 78 Q 79 Q 78 Q 79 Q 78 Q 79
comfortable are most Q 78
14% 31% 20%
33% 15% 40%

5%

5%

24% 27% 25% 14%
14% 16% 27% 13% 39%
5%

.

27% 42% 23% 40% 5% 46% 28% 38% 19% 29%
3
4 26% 9%
8%
0%
8% 27% 11% 1% 17% 10%
Very comfortable 5 21% 2% 23% 0% 76% 8% 21% 7% 27% 8%
N 882
882
13
10
38
37
75
74
48
49
If one were only to look at the self-identified gays/lesbians and heterosexual
responses to Question 78 it might seem as though gays and lesbians are finding the
school more homophobic than are heterosexual. This would not be unexpected as it is not
uncommon that the targets of oppression often notice more discrimination than do the
agents (Hardiman & Jackson, 1997). However, it is important to notice the overall trend
in responses about personal comfort compared to perceived comfort. Generally speaking,
the sexual orientation categories that have the highest mean on Question 78 (about
personal comfort) have the highest mean on Question 79 (about perceived comfort).

Table 58 shows the mean for Questions 78 and 79 for each category of self-identified
sexual orientation.
Table 58 Comparison of means for Questions 78 and 79 broken out by self-identified
sexual orientation

Bisexual
Heterosexual
Not identified
Not sure
Gay or Lesbian

Q78

Q79

How comfortable are you
with gays, lesbians, and
bisexuals?

How comfortable do you think
most people in this school are
with gays, lesbians, and
bisexuals?

Mean Rank

Mean Rank

4.45
3.32
3.08
2.89
2.77

1
2
3
4
5
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3.19
2.54
2.59
2.34
2.20

1
3
2
4
5

Comparing all categories of sexual orientation, bisexuals were the most
comfortable with gays, lesbians and bisexuals and also assumed the highest level of
comfort among their peers. Heterosexuals, surprisingly, reported the second highest level
of personal comfort with gays, lesbians and bisexuals. In terms of perceptions of comfort,
heterosexuals ranked third out of the five sexual orientation groups. Respondents who
identified as gay or lesbian were the least comfortable with GLB people and assumed the
lowest level of comfort among their peers.
The question pair that focused on comfort with gays, lesbians and bisexuals of the
same gender (Questions 80 and 81) yielded different results from these above. Gays,
lesbians and bisexuals perceived the highest levels of peer comfort with gays lesbians
and bisexuals of the same gender as the respondent compared to the three other response

categories (see Tables 59 and 60 for details). Personal comfort with gays, lesbians and
bisexuals of the same gender was less predictive of perceived comfort for those who
identified as heterosexual, not sure or not identified.
Table 59 Comparison of respondents’ answers to Questions 80 and 81 broken down by
self-identified sexual orientation
Q 80: How
Heterosexual
comfortable are you
Q 81 How
comfortable are most Q 80 Q 81

Gay or
Lesbian

Bisexual

Not Sure

Not Identified

Q 80 Q 81 Q 80 Q 81 Q 80 Q 81 Q 80

Q 81

Not comfortable 1 20% 26% 25% 23% 8% 28% 32% 32% 29%
2 20% 36% 25% 39% 0% 19% 17% 31% 19%
Sort of comfortable
23% 30% 8% 23% 5% 33% 23% 22% 13%
3
4 21% 7%
8% 8% 5% 17% 11% 7% 21%
Very comfortable 5 15% 1% 33% 8% 81% 3% 17% 8% 19%
N 882
74
48
75
37
36
882
12
13

31%

students
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44%
17%

6%
2%

48

Table 60 Comparison of means for Questions 80 and 81 broken out by self-identified
sexual orientation
Q81

Q80
How comfortable are
you with gays, lesbians,
and bisexuals?

Mean Rank

Bisexual
Gay or
Lesbian
Heterosexual
Not identified
Not sure

How comfortable do you think
most people in this school are
with gays, lesbians, and
bisexuals?

Mean Rank

4.51
3.00

1
2

2.47
2.38

1
2

2.91
2.81
2.64

3
4
5

2.20
2.04
2.27

4
5
3

The last question pair in the data was numbers eighty-two and eighty-three. These
two questions asked students to report how they would react to a friend coming out as
GLB and how they thought others would react. Some students in the sample, we should
assume, have actually had a friend come out to them. Others who had not had this
experience were being asked in Question 82 to guess at how they would react based on
their attitudes toward acceptance of friends and comfort with gays, lesbians and
bisexuals. The trends in this question pair were identical to those of the 78- 79 question
pair. Bisexually identified respondents reported the highest levels of support for a friend
who came out to them and the highest rate of perceived peer support. Those who
identified as gay or bisexual reported the lowest levels of support for a friend and the
lowest rate of perceived support. See Tables 61 and 62 for details.
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Table 61 Comparison of respondents’ answers to Questions 82 and 83 broken down by
self-identified sexual orientation
Gay or
Q 82: How would Heterosexual
Not
Bisexual
Not Sure
Lesbian
Identified
you react
Q 83 How would
Q 82 Q 83 Q 82 Q 83 Q 82 Q 83 Q 82 Q 83 Q 82 Q 83
most students
react
Stop being their
friend

7%

29%

8%

33%

5%

28%

20%

48%

18% 34%

Still be their friend
but not as close

16%

33%

33%

33%

3%

17%

22%

29%

18% 36%

Nothing would really
change but they’d
probably be
uncomfortable

38%

33%

17%

17%

5%

39%

26%

13%

18% 23%

Support them 100%

40%

5%

42%

17%

87%

17%

32%

9%

45%

6%

N

880

870

12

12

37

36

74

75

49

47

Table 62 Comparison of means for Questions 82 and 83 broken out by self-identified
sexual orientation
Q82

Bisexual
Heterosexual
Gay or
Lesbian
Not identified
Not sure

Q83

How would you react if
a friend told you he or
she were gay, lesbian
or bisexual?

How do you think most students
at this school would react if a
friend came out to them as gay,
lesbian or bisexual?

Mean Rank

Mean Rank

3.73
3.11
2.92

1
2
3

2.44
2.14
2.17

1
3
2

2.90
2.70

4
5

2.02
1.84

4
5

Perception Question 83 yielded the best relationship between personal attitudes
and perceived attitudes. Table 62 shows that the highest personal comfort predicted the
highest perceived comfort and the lowest proportion of students guessing the lowest
perceived comfort.
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The answer to Research Question 4 is that all categories of sexual orientation
perceive comfort with and support of gays, lesbians and bisexuals differently. However,
what generally was correlated with low perceived comfort or support was low personal
comfort or support of sexual minorities. The greater the personal comfort with sexual
minorities, the more likely a group was to perceive comfort among their peers. In

general, bisexuals were the most personally comfortable with gays, lesbians and
bisexuals and also perceived the greatest amount of peer support.

This begs the question, why would respondents who are themselves gay or lesbian
be less comfortable with gays, lesbians and bisexuals than heterosexuals? I believe the
answer to this goes back to what coming-out researchers have found out the GLB identity
development process.
When becoming aware of same-sex attractions or engaging sexually with a
partner of the same gender, youth are faced with the possibility that traditional family and
cultural expectations are suddenly unattainable (Cass, 1996). Mainstream adult roles,
such as marriage, children, and generally becoming part of the traditional heterosexual
culture are, may be abruptly in question. Homosexual identity development researchers
and coming-out theorists nearly all describe a period of time when an individual struggles
with “identity confusion” (Cass, 1996; Troiden, 1989). This period is marked by feelings
of guilt, shame and depression (Cates, 1979; Mercier & Berger, 1989; McDonald, 1982;
Minton & MacDonald, 1984; Troiden, 1989). These feelings of discomfort with ones
own sexual orientation are likely what is causing the gay and lesbians students in my
sample to report such low levels of support for other gays, lesbians and bisexuals (Cass,
1996).
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The high rate of comfort exhibited among bisexually identified participants was a
surprise. Seventy-six percent (76%) said they were “very comfortable” with gays,
lesbians and bisexuals (Question 78). Another eight percent (8%) rated their comfort at
“4” on the five-point Likert scale. I could find no research looking at the role of
bisexuality in the coming-out process so I turn to my own experiences and the
homosexual coming-out literature to explain the high levels of comfort and support for
gays, lesbians and bisexuals among bisexually-identified respondents.
Based on my own experiences and friends and the youth I have worked with, I
assume that for some teens, bisexuality is a temporary identity. Certainly for many, such
as me, bisexuality is what Erikson and Cass would call an achieved identity meaning it is
comfortable and stable. My suspicion is that for a number youth who identify as bisexual,
it is the perfect mix of self-identification and ambiguity that allows for the
accommodation of further developments. If a teen is still wrestling with homophobia that
has been internalized from the broader culture (internalized homophobia) a self-selected
identity of bisexual may allow the possibility of living up to mainstream cultural
expectations. A bisexual identity may allow a young person to acknowledge same-sex
attractions or behavior without creating anxiety about loss of family, peer or cultural
acceptance that can accompany the early stages of the coming out process (Cass, 1996).
Research Question 5
Research Question 5 was, “How are the most and least homophobic students
similar and different from one another?” To investigate this question I cross-tabulated
nearly all of the survey questions with the three study questions on personal attitudes
toward gay, lesbian and bisexual students (Numbers seventy-eight, eighty, and eighty-
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two described above and found in Appendix D). Only three correlations proved slightly
to be moderately influential. In general, the higher the student’s grade (eighth versus
tenth, versus twelfth), the more comfortable they reported being with sexual minorities.
Girls were more comfortable than boys. Students whose grades were A’s and B’s were
more comfortable than students with lower grade averages. Future educational aspirations
also seemed to influence students’ comfort with gays, lesbians and bisexuals. The more
important education beyond high school is to a student, the more likely he or she is to
report the highest level of comfort with sexual minorities.
The association between gender, higher education and greater levels of support
GLB people was echoed in a survey conducted with the class of 1953 from Oak Park
Illinois. This study found that higher income, female gender and more education were
associated with greater levels of support of gays, lesbians and bisexuals (Ruby, 2000).
Relationship with adults was also influential in comfort with GLB people. Three
such relationships were explored in the analysis. Reporting that there was an adult in
school that a student could talk to if he or she had a problem as associated with more gaysupportive attitudes. Having an adult in the community that a student could talk to was
also linked to more GLB ally attitudes. However, being able to go to one’s parent(s) to
talk about a problem was not associated with either higher or lower levels of comfort
with sexual minorities. Perhaps this is because adults’ attitudes can be varied. In a study
conducted by the Center for Political Studies at the University of Michigan (Center for
Political Studies, 2002), adult support for gays and lesbians is on the rise but still not
positive normatively.
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CHAPTER 6
IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH AND PRACTICE
Introduction
In general, it appears that while formative in nature, this study has uncovered a
number of relationships worth pursuing in further research. It also has findings that have
strong implications for current as well as future school safety improvement strategies.
Both implications for researchers and implication for practitioners will be discussed in
the following two sections of this final chapter.
Implications for Researchers
This section will cover implications for future research that were revealed in the
development, implementation and analysis of this study. Some of the suggestions are for
improving the methodology of future, similar studies. The other suggestions will help to
expand our understanding of: (1) new correlates to homophobic attitudes; (2) internalized
homophobia’s effect on comfort with oneself and one’s school environment; (3) the
connections between homophobic victimization at school and traditional bully/victim
dynamics; and (4) the role of social norms on student perpetrators and bystanders.
Methodological Suggestions
Development of GLB Students’ Perspective on School Safety
I believe this study should be repeated with more emphasis given to working oneon-one with GLB-identified students in survey question development and GLB identified
students from a wider geographic area. Because the three attitude questions used in this
study were designed with two GLB focus groups, roughly 15 students from one high
school, they are not necessarily generalizable to all GLB students’. It is also likely that a
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larger more geographically and demographically diverse group of students, especially
one that was able to design more than three survey questions, would choose more and
different questions to gauge school climate. I suggest that future researchers look
specifically into what GLB students feel are important issues in determining school
climate. From such a qualitative inquiry, a more complete picture of the important
aspects of school climate for GLB students currently in school may be found.
Further, as discussed in Chapter 3, my experience talking with teens in the focus
group setting was a less than ideal method of gaining GLB adolescents’ insight. The
focus group participants I worked with, particularly the youngest ones, had a difficult
time staying focused. Because I believe the role of GLB youth currently in school is
critical, I would recommend that future inquiries use an individual interview
methodology. If this were to be uncomfortable to GLB students, conducting interviews
with no more than two youth at a time would be more desirable than using a focus group
methodology.
Sampling
For strictly research purposes, it may be important to conduct a similar survey
with a random, representative sample of students so that statistical analysis may be done
to test the generalizability of the relationships found in this study. Because of the
methodology, the results presented in Chapters 4 and 5 are not generalizeable to any
schools other than the five who participated in the study. For the purposes of
generalization, a random, representative sample would need to be obtained.
Such a sample may be achievable by working with any state Department of
Education that is involved in implementing the Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS).
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Most states in the union conduct this survey in collaboration with the Centers for Disease
Control to obtain a nation-wide picture of youth risk behavior trends. Conducted biannually, the YRBS includes a standard battery of questions with a few changes from
administration to administration. Because YRBS surveys are sampled and weighted to be
representative of the state, adding the six questions used here would allow a researcher to
replicate this study to determine if the results are anomalous to the schools surveyed or
are suggestive of a larger trend.
My suspicion is that Massachusetts, with its more liberal gay marriage laws, is
generally inclined to being more GLB supportive. Given the voting record of
“Washington” county, the schools surveyed are likely to be among the more liberal in the
state. While I don’t expect my results to be replicated in other places, I do believe that
future researcher, consistent with social norms and pluralistic ignorance theory, will
continue to find a gap between students’ personal attitudes and their perceptions of
others’ attitudes (Berkowitz, 2003c).
Further research investigating the survey questions investigated in this study, in
addition to survey items designed collaboratively with GLB students, could yield
important new research on homophobia and school climate. Further research will likely
lead not only an expansion of the body of literature on social norms and homophobia but
could also point to the creation of important new interventions designed to reduce
homophobic attitudes and actions and increase GLBQ students’ sense of safety at school.
Definition of Sexual Orientation
If I had this study to do over again, I would change the way I ask about students’
sexual orientation. The considerable coming-out process and adolescent identity
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development issues make asking students to report an identity problematic. Instead, to get
an idea of which students see themselves as GLB or are actively questioning their sexual
orientation I would design a sexuality question in the following way:
Which of the following best describes your romantic or sexual attractions?

(1) I am attracted to people who are the same gender as me (guy to guy,
girl to girl)
(2) I am attracted to people of the other gender (guy to girl, girl to guy)
(3.) I am attracted to people of both genders
(4) I am not sure yet which gender I am most attracted to. It may be just
people of the same gender, just people of the other gender or both.
A question structured as above would yield more useful data. It is quite likely that
in a forced choice question a higher proportion of students would choose not to respond
at all because they do not find the response option that best matches their situation.
However, the data that was obtained would be less ambiguous and therefore more useful
for analysis.
Other Suggestions
Correlates to Homophobia Attitudes
The findings on demographic and other correlates for the most and least
homophobic attitudes are fertile ground for future research. Not only could future studies
clarify this relationship to students’ comfort with gays and lesbians and the demographic
and other variables discussed in this study but also identify new ones.
I would be most interested in future research examining the relationship between
having an adult at school or in the community that a student could talk to and their
comfort with gays, lesbians and bisexuals. I wonder whether these school or community
adult(s) need to have expressed support for sexual minorities or whether merely having a
positive relationship with an influential adult. Perhaps these relationships alter the
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students’ perceptions of norms or perhaps there is some other, more individual
psychological role they play. Would building or strengthening the relationship of students
to a school or community adult change their attitudes toward gays, lesbians and
bisexuals? Were this relationship to be better understood, it may lead to the creation of
homophobia reduction approaches to use with all students, as well as those students who
are most homophobic and therefore in need of intervention.
Because of this study’s emphasis on social norms and pluralistic ignorance
theories, it was outside of my scope to investigate the individual factors influencing
students’ homophobic attitudes. More research will be needed to investigate how these
individual factors such as cultural, community and familial views of homosexual and
their influence on homophobic or “ally” attitudes (Negy & Eisenman, 2005).
Lastly, given the increasing amount of attention placed on the conservative
Christian movement’s crusade to halt progress toward the growth of acceptance toward
GLB people (Boston, 1999; Diamond, 1994; Mouw, et al., 1999; Royal, 2006; Sheller,
2000), it seems important to examine the relationship between religious beliefs and
affiliation and young people’s attitudes toward sexual minorities.
Internalized Homophobia
When discussing gay and lesbian identified students’ low level of comfort with
GLB people, I hypothesized that their low comfort with their own sexual orientation was
likely fueling their depressed level of comfort with others who identify as GLB. Among
bisexually identified students I assume the same connection; their high level of comfort
with others is related to reported comfort with other sexual minorities. This leads me to
questions why gay and lesbian students seemed to be less likely to feel comfortable with
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others, and likely their own, sexual orientation while bisexuals reported dramatically
higher levels of comfort. Granted the number of students who identified as homosexual
was extremely low, yet I still wonder what accounts for this difference and why selfidentified bisexuals seem not to be internalizing homophobia.
Future quantitative researchers could explore this by asking students not only
about their comfort with sexual minorities but also about their comfort with their own
sexual orientation. My assumption is that there is a direct relationship; the more
comfortable GLBQ students are with their own sexuality, the more comfortable they are
with other sexual minorities.
To further this understanding, qualitative researchers could conduct an in-depth
exploration of middle and high school students’ attitudes toward homo- and bisexuality
and its impact on their comfort with their own sexual orientation. Perhaps there is also a
relationship between GLBQ students’ sense of comfort with themselves and (1) their
sense of safety at school and (2) their projection of a lack of support for sexual minorities
among peers.
Roots of Homophobic Victimization - Bullying/victim Research
A potential contributor to our understanding of homophobic victimization is the
literature and research on bullying. This study, and its findings about gay and lesbian
students’ lack of comfort with other gays, lesbians and bisexuals, caused me to wonder if
there might be a relationship between the traits of some GLBQ students and the
likelihood of being targeted because of their sexual orientation. Studies of youth and
adult victims and bullies have found that victims of bullying tend to continue to be
victimized in a new school, grade or setting (Browning et al. 2003; Olweus, 1993; Smith,
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et al., 2004). The National Association of School Psychologists (Cohn & Conater, 2003)
lists the following three characteristics of a victim of school bullying:
•

Victims signal to others that they are insecure, primarily passive and will not
retaliate if they are attacked. Consequently, bullies often target children who
complain, appear physically or emotionally weak and seek attention from
peers.

•

Studies show that victims have a higher prevalence of overprotective parents
or school personnel; as a result, they often fail to develop their own coping
skills.
Many victims long for approval; even after being rejected, some continue to
make ineffective attempts to interact with the victimizer.

•

Perhaps there is a reinforcing connection between some sexual minority students’
lack of comfort with their own sexual orientation and the kind of reaction they expect
from or even elicit in others. Perhaps a student’s negative feelings about his or her own
sexual orientation are the “victim signals” that prompt bullies to harass them. This
inquiry is not intended to blame the victim but to better understand the dynamics of
victimization as has been done in the bullying literature. Future research could tease out
parallels between the victim/bully and homophobic perpetrator/victim relationships.
Social Norms Perpetrator and Bystander Influences
Based on the social norms research, it appears that publicizing homophobic school
norms, such as the GLSEN (2003) study finding that most students hear homophobic
slurs such as “fag” or “homo”, may fuel homophobic perpetrators. More research is
needed to confirm this relationship. Similarly, there is a need for future study of the
impact of perceived peer norms on bystanders’ decisions to intervene on behalf of GLB
students. Future research could confirm the relationship between perceived peer norms
and the behavior of perpetrators and bystanders, as well as establish what kind the kinds
of norms that may encourage or discourage perpetration and tolerance of homophobia.
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Despite the limited scope of this study and its literature review, I believe there is
ample evidence to support my original concern with the assumption of normative
homophobia expressed in the current GLB school climate discourse (Berkowitz, 1998,
2002; Bruce, 2002; Fabiano et al., 2004; Hillenbrand-Gunn, et al., 2004; Rodriguez et al.,
2003; Stein & Barnett, 2004; White et al., 2003). Certainly there are gay, lesbian,
bisexual and questioning students everywhere who experience peer-perpetrated
harassment, taunting and assault because of their actual or perceived sexual orientation. I
remain convinced however, that these perpetrators are the exception, not the rule, and that
unquestioned perpetuation of this untested assumption my unwittingly increase the
likelihood of homophobic incidences.
Instead, it seems that one key to expanding support for GLBQ students is to
investigate student attitudes, as was done in this study, and mirror back to students actual
GLB-supportive attitudes that can be found (a process called “social norms marketing”).
Knowing that one’s peers are relatively supportive of sexual minorities (as found in this
and other studies) may make GLBQ students more able to seek support from peers and
school personnel, thereby reducing isolation in the early stages of coming-out. It will be
up to future researchers to determine the actual impact of this approach on GLB students’
sense of at school. A social norms marketing approach may have the dual effect of
increasing sexual minority students’ sense of safety at school and reducing the
perpetration of and tolerance for homophobic incidences. More of these “practioners
implications” will be discussed in the following section.
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Implications for Practitioners

While this study cannot be generalized beyond the students in the five school
districts surveyed, there are the beginnings of some guidance for three groups of
practioners: schools; GLBQ youth service and support providers; and social justice
educators and researchers. This chapter will begin to outline recommendations for further
inquiry and practice for each of these three groups.
Gay, Lesbian. Bisexual and Questioning Youth Service and Support
Providers
In Massachusetts, and across the country, “Gay Straight Alliances” and gay,
lesbian, bisexual, transgender and questioning youth support groups have been formed to
support sexual minority youth in coming-out. I believe these groups are an important
place for students to find support for GLB identity development, especially when
facilitated by GLB adults who can serve as role models. These groups, when well known
#
in the school or community, may send a message that the school or community is an
environment that promotes safety for GLBQ youth.
Where it is possible, I recommend that GLB youth-service providers engage
students in creating a survey like the one described in this study. Not only is it an
empowering “youth development” activity for GLBQ group participants, designing,
implementing and analyzing a survey is a good academic skill-building experience.
Students will learn research principles (survey question design, sample selection, ideal
and poor survey environments, response bias, validity, reliability, generalizability) and
practice math skills (calculating means, modes, quartiles). With an adult’s help, students
may even be able to learn and practice basic statistics with the survey data they collect.
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Once survey data are analyzed, youth, with the help of an adult, can look for
positive social norms, like those found in this study. When supportive norms are
identified, they can be used to create normative messages, which can then be reported
back to students (both GLBQ and a general student body). The process of identifying a
positive norm, using it to create and “package” a message, then marketing that message
to a target audience, is called “social norms marketing” (Haines, 1996). As discussed in
Chapter 2, a social norms marketing approach has been used successfully, for public
health purposes, such as to lower high-risk drinking rates, and, for social justice purposes,
such as to reduce men’s sexist attitudes toward women (Berkowitz, 2003b; Bruce, 2002).
While it can not be confirmed without further research, it is appropriate to assume that a
social norms marketing campaign that markets positive student attitudes toward GLB
youth may increase comfort sexual minority students’ sense of safety as well as reduce
the perpetration and tolerance of homophobic incidences.
John and his students in the Gay Straight Alliance, who worked with me to design
the survey questions for this study, are planning to use the data from this research to
create a campaign in their school. They have developed two messages that they plan to
market to their school using posters, flyers, Table tents4, and other creative means. These
messages are:
• Most XXX students are comfortable with gays, lesbians and bisexuals.
• Most XX students would support a friend who came out as gay, lesbian or
bisexual.

The main message, printed large enough to become the focus of the poster or flyer, will
be followed citation of the data source including the year of the survey, the size of the
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sample, grades sampled and frequencies for the actual answers. See Appendix E for an
example of what this might look like.
The frequencies used in the posters will be for tenth and twelfth graders only.
From the cross-tabulations generated as part of this study, it is clear that older students
are more comfortable and supporting of gays, lesbians and bisexuals. Therefore, dropping
eighth graders has the effect of raising the positive norms. These posters will also be used
in the middle school, still without eighth grade numbers. Social norms marketing expert,
Jeff Linkenbach, has found in his market research that younger students tend to look up
to older ones in terms of norms (personal communication, July, 2002). Using high school
survey results makes the positive norms seem more normative and, for middle schoolers,
seeing that high school students have those attitudes makes the norm “cooler”.
It is likely that school districts in other parts of Massachusetts, and the country,
may not find these positive norms using the questions described in this study. That does

not mean that there is no possibility of using a social norms marketing strategy. In these
cases, survey questions or item response categories can be modified to search for a
positive norm, even if it is less enthusiastic. For example, a question could ask simply,
“How do you feel about gays, lesbians and bisexual?” with response categories that
include the word “tolerant”. A school that finds their students are normatively “tolerance”
would be less desirable than what was found in this study. However, even a norm of
tolerance is likely to be more positive than what students perceive is the norm as was
found in this and other studies (Berkowitz, 2003b; Bruce, 2002; Bowen & Bourgeouis,
2001; Dubuque, 2002; Kilmartin, 1999).
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Above all I would recommend that adult support-group leaders avoid highlighting
negative norms for students. Even publicizing attitudes or behaviors that are not
normative may have a counter productive effect, as students tend to overlook the actual
numbers and assume the message is normative (personal communication, Likenback,
2002). For example, when students hear “one third of students report homophobic name¬
calling” it is typically remembered as, “Students report homophobic name-calling.” Even
though a normative message was not communicated, it can be what is remembered. As
discussed in the pervious chapter it is not known what effect the publicity of negative
norms has on students. However, until the impact is studied and known, it would be wise
to avoid such practices.
Schools
This study demonstrates that it may be difficult to determine which students
identified as gay, lesbian, or bisexual. For this reason, it becomes important to assume
that all students need to get some kind of GLB supportive message from their school.
Given the potential harm that can come to students who are struggling with GLB issues
(Blake et al., 2001; Buchanan, 1995; Faulkner & Cranston, 1998; Feldman, 1998;
Garofalo et al., 1998; Green et al., 1995; Grossman & Kemer, 1998; Hart & Heimberg,
2001; Maguen, & Armistead, 2000; Olson, 2000; Orenstein, 2001; Smith et al., 1999;
Sullivan, 2005; Whitbeck et al., 2004; Youth at risk, 1997), I believe it is incumbent upon
schools to do the whatever they can to minimize harm. Supporting a gay/straight alliance
is an important step in showing support of sexual minority students as well as supporting
those groups’ efforts to implement a social norms marketing campaign as described
above.

140

An informative finding in this study is that teachers, administrators and other
school personnel may have an important role increasing students’ comfort with sexual
minorities. While the findings in this study cannot be generalized to school districts
beyond the five surveyed, it may be a beneficial to assume that building supportive
relationships between students and GLBQ affirming school personnel helps to build
positive student attitudes toward sexual minorities. Given this possibility, districts would
be wise to offer GLB sensitivity training to all staff and strongly support the teachers,
counselors and other personnel who are most sympathetic GLB students. Even if future
research disproves a causal association between relationships between GLB-supportive
school personnel and greater tolerance of sexual minorities among students, it is hard to
image that this approach carries any risk.
Social Justice Educators
The goal of the social justice education field is commendable. I believe so much
in the importance of eliminating oppression that I have devoted thirteen year of my life to
attaining a degree in social justice education. The past two hundred years of work by anti¬
slavery and civil rights advocates has created systemic transformation through policy and
statutory changes, education, advocacy and civil disobedience. For these great strides we
can thank heroes like Malcolm X, Martin Luther King, Rosa Parks, Hector P. Garcia,
Fred Korematsu, Susan B. Anthony, Cesar Chavez, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Patsy Mink,
Russell Means, Harvey Milk, Frances Fox Piven, Wilma Mankiller, Diane J. Lipton and
Helen Keller to name a few.
Part of the key, however, to expanding social justice is changing the hearts and
minds of individuals in schools, communities and institutions higher learning. The efforts
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of the Social Justice Education program, and other organizations like it, have relied on
small-group encounter experiences or dialogue projects to shift participants’ attitudes
toward targeted groups in order to reduce racism, sexism, anti-Semitism, ableism,
heterosexism and classism. The shortfall of these strategies is that they require
participants to self-select these approaches. I argue here that those most in need of a
social justice intervention are often the least likely to choose it.
The kind of study I have done here, and the resulting “environmental”5 social
justice intervention, bypasses individual agreement to participate. All members of a
community, whether a school, town, dorm or athletic team, are impacted by social norms
and may be influenced by a social norms marketing (SNM) campaign (Perkins, 1986).
SNM is universal6 in its approach and offers the broader reach that I feel has been
missing in the social justice education field. For example, the GSA (gay/straight alliance)
where I conducted the focus group will be using the study data to create their own
tailored, social norms marketing campaign. This broad school-wide intervention will
advertise positive norms to all students, regardless of how they feel about sexual
minorities. The repetition of positive norms has been shown in other topic areas to reduce
problem behaviors and attitudes (Barnett et al., 1996; Berkowitz, 2003b; Bruce, 2002;
Cunningham et al., 2001; Foss et al., 2004; Haines et al., 2003; Hancock & Henry, 2003;
Hanson & Graham, 1991; Linkenbach & Perkins, 2003). When students become aware of
the support among the majority of their peers, it is hoped that bystander behavior will
decrease and actual, personal comfort norms will increase (Berkowitz, 2003b).
This study suggests an approach to using SNM to address homophobia in five
public middle and high schools. The process presumably can be modified to address other
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social justice issues. I hope that future researchers and educators will design surveys to
explore the positive social norms regarding race, gender, religion (religious culture),
disability, class and other social norms topics. Perhaps, for example, there is, hidden
among students, a latent norm that most college students support affirmative action in
admissions. It will be up to future researchers and practitioners to find these positive
norms, and through skillful marketing practice, reflect them back to the community that
does not know they hold them. It is my strong desire to see the creation of a branch of
social justice education that will research and develop this and other strategies to create
universal, environmental social justice education.
Conclusion

Despite this study’s limited generalizability, the findings and implications
represent fertile soil for GLBQ youth service providers, schools and social justice
educators to cultivate in the future. The most exciting to me personally is the implication
social norms theory and resulting marketing approaches have for increasing the
effectiveness of social justice education. I hope this type of study becomes one of many
in the future to explore the impact of norms on the perpetuation of social oppression.

1 In this context “peer” is a generic term that refers to others who are important to the individual. These
important others can be neighbors, friends, classmates, members of the same group or club or even
members of the same race, gender or social class.
2 The name of the county as well as potentially identifiable names or details of the schools/communities
have been changed to protect confidentiality.
Youth development programs are designed to give youth opportunities to develop skills and have
experiences that will help them become successful adolescents and adults. Youth development is a planned
process that both supports young people and provides opportunities for their development. It is a natural
process of mental, physical, social and emotional growth. The youth of today are trying to develop in a
challenging world of constant change. Development cannot be left to chance in this environment. These
programs strive to provide safe environments, positive relationships with caring adults and stimulating
learning activities that will enable young people to grow up healthy, socially ready for the world and
contributing members of their society. (Latham, 2002)
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4 Table tents are 4x12 cards that are folded in half (like a tent) and placed on cafeteria tables. Most
restaurants that are large, national chains use similar devices to advertise deserts, drinks and specials.
5 Environmental, taken from the Public Health vernacular, means a strategy that effects the social
environment in which all people in a community live. Community in this sense then can mean the
community of a town, school, athletic team, social identity group or any other way people assemble
themselves socially.
6 Also taken from Public Health terminology, “universal” means that the strategy is designed for all people
in a community; not only those who have the privilege or inclination to participate or for those who have
the most negative, entrenched or difficult problems.
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APPENDIX A
DRAFT STUDENT SURVEY QUESTIONS ON HOMOPHOBIA/ALLY ATTITUDES

1. If people of the same sex were kissing in the hallway, what would you do?
a) Walk down the hall past them and not really think about it
b) Walk past them and say something friendly
c) Walk past them and say something that lets them know you disapprove
d) Turn around and go a different way

2. If people of the same sex who you don’t know were kissing in the hallway, what would
you do?
a. Walk down the hall past them and not really think about it
b. Walk past them and say something friendly
c. Walk past them and say something that lets them know you disapprove
d. Turn around and go a different way
3. If people of the same sex, who you know, were kissing in the hallway, what would
you do?
a.
b.
c.
d.

Walk down the hall past them and not really think about it
Walk by them and say something friendly
Walk by them and say something that lets them know you disapprove
Turn around and go a different way

4. How comfortable are you with gays, lesbians, and bisexuals?
Not comfortable
at all

Comfortable if I don’t
have to see it at all

Comfortable no
matter what

1. ...2.... .3.4. .5

5. How comfortable are you with gay or bisexual people of the same sex as you?
Not comfortable
at all

Comfortable if I don’t
have to see it at all
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Comfortable no
matter what

6. How comfortable are you with gay or bisexual people of the opposite sex from you?
Not comfortable
at all

Comfortable if I don’t
have to see it at all

Comfortable no
matter what

1.2....

7. How would you feel if a friend told you they were gay or bisexual?
a. Disgusted
b. Disappointed
c. Uncomfortable
d. OK
e. Happy for them
8. How would you feel if a friend of the same sex told you they were gay or bisexual?
a. Disgusted
b. Disappointed
c. Uncomfortable
d. OK
e. Happy for them
9. How would you feel if a friend of the opposite sex from you told you they were gay or
bisexual?
a. Disgusted
b. Disappointed
c. Uncomfortable
d. OK
e. Happy for them
10. How would you react if a friend told you he or she were gay or bisexual?
a. I’d stop being their friend
b. I’d still be their friend but not as close anymore
c. Nothing would really change but I’d probably be uncomfortable
d. I’d support them 100%
11. How would you react if you found out a friend who is the same sex as you were gay,
bisexual?
a. I’d stop being their friend
b. I’d still be their friend but not as close anymore
c. I’d still be their friend but I wouldn’t want anyone to see us alone together
d. Nothing would really change but I’d probably be uncomfortable
e. I’d support them 100%

146

12. How would you react if you found out a friend who is the opposite sex from you were
gay, bisexual?
a. I’d stop being their friend
b. I’d still be their friend but not as close anymore
c. Nothing would really change but I’d probably be uncomfortable
d. I’d support them 100%
13.1 wouldn’t want to be friends with a gay or bisexual person who is the same sex as me
because I think they would probably hit on me.
a. Agree
b. Disagree
14.1 don’t like gay, lesbian or bisexual people.
a. Agree
b. Disagree
15.1 am pretty comfortable with gay and bisexual people in general.
a. Agree
b. Disagree
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APPENDIX B
GLB FOCUS GROUP VOTES FOR DRAFT SURVEY QUESTIONS

Number
of
student
votes

Question
1. If people of the same sex were kissing in the hallway, what would you do?

4

1)
2)
3)
4)

Walk down the hall past them and not really think about it
Walk past and notice them but not say or do anything
Walk past them and say something friendly
Walk past them and say something that lets them know you
disapprove
5) Turn around and go a different way

2. If people of the same sex who you don't know were kissing in the hallway,
what would you do?

3

1)
2)
3)
4)

Walk down the hall past them and not really think about it
Walk past and notice them but not say or do anything
Walk past them and say something friendly
Walk past them and say something that lets them know you
disapprove
5) Turn around and go a different way

3. If people of the same sex, who you know, were kissing in the hallway, what
would you do?

1

1)
2)
3)
4)

Walk down the hall past them and not really think about it
Walk past and notice them but not say or do anything
Walk by them and say something friendly
Walk by them and say something that lets them know you
disapprove
5) Turn around and go a different way

4. How comfortable are you with gays, lesbians, and bisexuals?
5

Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

John

1.2.3.4.5
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Number

of

Question

student
votes

5. How comfortable are you with gay or bisexual people of the same sex as
you?

4

Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

1.2.3.4.5
6. How comfortable are you with gay or bisexual people of the opposite sex
from you?

1

Not comfortable

Sort of Comfortable

Very Comfortable

1.2.3.4.5
7. How would you feel if a friend told you they were gay or bisexual?

2

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Disgusted
Disappointed
Uncomfortable
OK
Happy for them

8. How would you feel if a friend of the same sex told you they were gay or
bisexual?

1

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Disgusted
Disappointed
Uncomfortable
OK
Happy for them

9. How would you react if a friend told you he or she were gay or bisexual?

6

1)
2)
3)
4)

I’d stop being their friend
I’d still be their friend but not as close anymore
Nothing would really change but I’d probably be uncomfortable
I’d support them 100%
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Number
of
student
votes

1
John

1
John

Question
11. How would you react if you found out a friend who is the same sex as
you were gay, bisexual?
1) I’d stop being their friend
2) I’d still be their friend but not as close anymore
3) I’d still be their friend but I wouldn’t want anyone to see us alone
together
4) Nothing would really change but I’d probably be uncomfortable
5) I’d support them 100%
12. How would you react if you found out a friend who is the opposite sex
from you were gay, bisexual?
a. I’d stop being their friend
b. I’d still be their friend but not as close anymore
c. Nothing would really change but I’d probably be
uncomfortable
d. I’d support them 100%
13.1 wouldn’t want to be friends with a gay or bisexual person who is the
same sex as me because I think they would probably hit on me.

3

a. Agree
b. Disagree

150

APPENDIX C
FINAL DRAFT OF SURVEY QUESTIONS ON HOMOPHOBIA/ALLY ATTITUDES

1. How comfortable are you with gays, lesbians, and bisexuals?
Not comfortable
Sort of Comfortable
Very Comfortable
1.2.3.4.5

2. If you had to guess, how comfortable do you think most students in your school are
with gays, lesbians and bisexuals?
Not comfortable
Sort of Comfortable
Very Comfortable
1.2.3.4.5

3. How comfortable are you with gay or bisexual people who are the same sex as you?
Not comfortable
Sort of Comfortable
Very Comfortable
1.2.3.4.5
4. If you had to guess, how comfortable are most students in this school with gay or
bisexual people who is the same sex as they are? (In other words, how comfortable
are guys in this school with gay men and girls in this school with lesbians?)
Not comfortable
Sort of Comfortable
Very Comfortable
1.2.3.4.5

5. How would you react if a friend told you he or she were gay or bisexual?
1) I’d stop being their friend
2) I’d still be their friend but not as close anymore
3) Nothing would really change but I’d probably be uncomfortable
4) I’d support them 100%
6. How do you think most students at this school would react if a friend came out to
them as gay or bisexual?
1) Most students would probably stop being the gay or bisexual person’s friend
2) Most students would probably still be the gay or bisexual person’s friend but
not as close anymore
3) Nothing would really change for most students but it would probably be
uncomfortable for the heterosexual (straight) person
4) Most students would probably support a gay friend 100%
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APPENDIX D
STUDENT HEALTH SURVEY
For the questions below, mark your answer on the bubble sheet in the row that corresponds to the
question number. Please mark only one answer per question unless the question states to mark all
that apply.

The following set of questions asks some basic information about you.
(1) What is your sex?
a.

(2)

1) Female

2) Male

What grade are you in?
a.

1) 8th grade

2) 10th grade

3) 12th grade

(3) How old are you?
1) 12 years old or younger
2) 13 years old
3) 14 years old
4) 15 years old

5)
6)
7)
8)

16
17
18
19

years
years
years
years

old
old
old
or older

(4) What do you consider yourself to be? (Mark all that apply)
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

White
Black or African American
American Indian/Native American, Eskimo or Aleut
Spanish/Hispanic/Latino
Asian or Pacific Islander
Other

(5) Putting them all together, what were your grades like last year?
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Mostly
Mostly
Mostly
Mostly
Mostly

F’s
D’s
C’s
B’s
A’s

The following set of questions asks about your goals
(6) How important is it to you to get good grades?
1)
2)
3)
4)

Very important
Somewhat important
A little important
Not important at all

(7) How important is it to most students in your school to get good grades?
1)
2)
3)
4)

Very important
Somewhat important
A little important
Not important at all
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(8) How important is it to you to continue your education after High School?
1) Very important
2) Somewhat important
3) A little important
4) Not important at all
(9) How important would you guess it is to most students in your school to continue their education
after high school?
1) Very important
2) Somewhat important
3) A little important
4) Not important at all
The following set of questions asks about relationships with adults in your life.
(10) If I had a personal problem, I could ask a parent or guardian for help.
1) Definitely No
2) No
3) Yes
4) Definitely Yes
(11) If I had a personal problem, there is at least one teacher or other adult in the school I could ask
for help.
1) Definitely No
2) No
3) Yes
4) Definitely Yes
(12) If I had a personal problem, there is at least one other adult in the community (not a parent,
guardian, or adult at school) I could ask for help.
1) Definitely No
2) No
3) Yes
4) Definitely Yes
(13) My parents or guardians set clear rules about tobacco, alcohol and drug use for me.
1) Definitely No
2) No
3) Yes
4) Definitely Yes
(14) My parents or guardians punish me when I break the rules about alcohol tobacco or drug use.
1) Definitely No
2) No
3) Yes
4) Definitely Yes

The following set of questions asks about Tobacco use, attitudes and beliefs. For questions asking about the
behavior or feeling’s of friends or parents please estimate or guess to answer
(15) In your school, how many students have smoked cigarettes in the past 30-days?
1) Less than 10%
6) 50-59%
2) 10-19%
7) 60-69%
3) 20-29%
8) 70-79%
4) 30-39%
9) 80-89%
5) 40-49%
10) More than 90%
(16) How many of your friends have smoked cigarettes in the past 30 days?
1) None of my friends
2) Some of my friends
3) Most of my friends
4) All of my friends
(17) How much would most adults (over 21) in your community care if kids your age smoke
cigarettes?
1) They don’t care at all
2) They care a little bit
3) They are fairly concerned
4) They are very concerned
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(18) How wrong would your parents think it is for you to smoke ANY cigarettes?
1)
2)
3)
4)

Very Wrong
Wrong
A little wrong
Not wrong at all

(19) What are the chances you would be seen as cool this year by kids your age if you smoked
cigarettes?
• 1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

No or very little chance
Little chance
Some chance
Pretty good chance
Very good chance

(20) How wrong do you think it would be for someone your age to smoke ANY cigarettes?
1)
2)
3)
4)

Very Wrong
Wrong
A little wrong
Not wrong at all

(21) How much do you think people risk harming themselves (physically or in other ways) if they
smoke half a pack of cigarettes or more per day?
1) No risk
2) Slight risk

3) Moderate risk
4) Great risk

(22) How old were you when you first smoked a cigarette, even just a puff?
1) Never have
2) 10 or younger
3) 11 years old

4) 12 years old
5) 13 years old
6) 14 years old

7) 15 years old
8) 16 years old
9) 17 years old

(23) During the past 30 days, on how many days (if any) did you smoke cigarettes?
1) 0 days
2) 1 or 2 days

3) 3 to 5 days
4) 6 to 9 days

5) 10 to 19 days
6) 20 to 29 days
7) All 30 days

(24) How difficult do you think it would be for you to get cigarettes?
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Very easy
Sort of easy
Sort of hard
Very Hard
Don’t know

The following set of questions asks about Alcohol use, attitudes and beliefs. For questions asking about the
behavior or feeling’s of friends or parents please estimate or guess to answer

(25) In your school, how many students drink alcohol?
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Less than 10%
10-19%
20-29%
30-39%
40-49%

6)
7)
8)
9)
10)

50-59%
60-69%
70-79%
80-89%
More than 90%

(26) How many of your friends have used alcohol in the past 30 days?
1)
2)
3)
4)

None of my friends
Some of my friends
Most of my friends
All of my friends
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(27) How much would most adults (over 21) in your community care if kids your age drink alcohol?

1)
2)
3)
4)

They
They
They
They

don’t care at all
care a little bit
are fairly concerned
are very concerned

(28) How wrong would your parents think it is for you to drink alcohol regularly? (4 or more drinks
nearly every day or 5 or more drinks twice per week).

1) Very wrong
2) Wrong
3) A little wrong
4) Not wrong at all
(29) What are the chances you would be seen as cool by kids your age if you began drinking alcoholic
beverages at least once or twice a month?

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

No or very little chance
Little chance
Some chance
Pretty good chance
Very good chance

(30) How wrong do you think it would be for someone your age to drink alcohol regularly? (4 or more
drinks nearly every day or 5 or more drinks twice per week).

1) Very wrong
2) Wrong
3) A little wrong
4) Not wrong at all
(31) How much do you think people risk harming themselves (physically or in other ways) if they
drink regularly (that is 4 or more drinks nearly every day or 5 or more drinks twice per
week?)

1) No risk
2) Slight risk

3) Moderate risk
4) Great risk

(32) How old were you when you first had more than a sip or two of beer, wine or hard liquor?

1) Never have
2) 10 or younger
3) 11 years old

4) 12 years old
5) 13 years old
6) 14 years old

7) 15 years old
8) 16 years old
9) 17 years old

(33) During the past 30 days, on how many days (if any) did you have at least one drink of alcohol?

1) 0 days
2) 1 or 2 days

3) 3 to 5 days
4) 6 to 9 days

5) 10 to 19 days
6) 20 to 29 days
7) All 30 days

(34) Think back over the past two weeks. On how many occasions have you had five or more
alcoholic drinks in a row, that is, within a few hours?

1) 0 occasions
2) 1 occasion
3) 2 occasions

4) 10-19 occasions
5) 6 to 9 occasions
6) 10 or more occasions

(35) How difficult do you think it would be for you to get any beer, wine coolers, wine or liquor?

1)
2)
3)
4)

Very easy
Sort of easy
Sort of hard
Very Hard

5) Don’t know
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The following set of questions asks about Marijuana use, attitudes and beliefs. For questions asking

about the behavior or feeling’s of friends or parents please estimate or guess to answer
(36) In your school, how many students smoke marijuana?

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Less than 10%
10-19%
20-29%
30-39%
40-49%

6)
7)
8)
9)
10)

50-59%
60-69%
70-79%
80-89%
More than 90%

(37) How many of your friends have used marijuana in the past 30 days?

1)
2)
3)
4)

None of my friends
Some of my friends
Most of my friends
All of my friends

(38) How much would most adults (over 21) in your community care if kids your age smoke
marijuana?

1)
2)
3)
4)

They
They
They
They

don’t care at all
care a little bit
are fairly concerned
are very concerned

(39) How wrong would your parents think it is for you to smoke ANY marijuana?

1) Very wrong
2) Wrong
3) A little wrong
4) Not wrong at all
(40) What are the chances you would be seen as cool by kids your age if you smoked marijuana?

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

No or very little chance
Little chance
Some chance
Pretty good chance
Very good chance

(41) How wrong do you think it would be for someone your age to smoke ANY marijuana?

1)
2)
3)
4)

Very wrong
Wrong
A little wrong
Not wrong at all

(42) How much do you think people risk harming themselves (physically or in other ways) if they
smoke marijuana regularly (That is more than once/week)

1) No risk
2) Slight risk

3) Moderate risk
4) Great risk

(43) How old were you when you first smoked marijuana?

1) Never have
2) 10 or younger
3) 11 years old

4) 12 years old
5) 13 years old
6) 14 years old

7) 15 years old
8) 16 years old
9) 17 years old

(44) During the past 30 days, on how many days (if any) did you smoke marijuana?

1) 0 days
2) 1 or 2 days

3) 3 to 5 days
4) 6 to 9 days
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5) 10 to 19 days
6) 20 to 29 days
7) All 30 days

(45) How difficult do you think it would be for you to get marijuana?

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Very easy
Sort of easy
Sort of hard
Very Hard
Don’t know

The following set of questions asks about other drug and substance use attitudes, beliefs and policies.

(46) What did you do last weekend for fun? Check ALL that apply:

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)

8)
9)

Watched a movie
Went to a dance/party
Played sports or watched a game
Went out to eat
Hung out with friends
Went shopping
Spent time with my family
Went to a concert or show
Other

(47) Did any of the activities you checked above include alcohol?

1)
2)

Yes
No

(48) If a student smoked cigarettes during^school would he or she be caught?

1)
2)
3)
4)

Definitely not
Probably not
Probably would
Definitely would

(49) If a student were caught smoking cigarettes </wr/7ig_school would he or she be punished?

1)
2)
3)
4)

Definitely not
Probably not
Probably would
Definitely would

(50) If a student used alcohol or drugs during school, or came to school drunk or high would he or
she be caught?

1)
2)
3)
4)

Definitely not
Probably not
Probably would
Definitely would

(51) If a student were caught using alcohol or drugs, or being drunk or high during school, would he
or she be punished?

1)
2)
3)
4)

Definitely not
Probably not
Probably would
Definitely would

(52) Are all kids treated the same if they are caught using alcohol at school or at a school event?

1) Definitely No

2) No

3) Yes
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4) Definitely Yes

(53) During this school year, have you ever come to school drunk or high?

1) Never
3) 3 or 4 times
2) Once or Twice 4) 5 to 9 times

5) 10 or more times

(54) Which of the following drugs have you ever used in your lifetime? (Mark/ILLthat apply)

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)
9)
10)

Heroin
Cocaine (powder form)
Crack (cocaine in rock form)
Methamphetamines (meth, crystal meth, crank)
Ketamine or Rophynol
Steroids for muscle building
LSD or other psychedelics (peyote, PCP)
Ecstasy
Narcotal
None of the above

(55) Which of the following prescription drugs have you ever used in your lifetime without a doctor
telling you to take them? (Mark all that apply)

1)
2)
3)
4)

Vicodin, Oxycontin, Percocet, Codeine or other narcotic painkillers
Xanax, Valium, Librium or other tranquilizers
Ritalin, Adderall, Dexedrine or other stimulants
None of the above

(56) In your lifetime, on how many occasions have you taken heroin using a needle?
1) I’ve never used heroin at all

2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)

I’ve never taken heroin using a needle
1 or 2 times
3 to 5 times
6 to 9 times
10 to 19 times
20 to 39 times
40 or more times

(57) In your lifetime, on how many occasions have you taken heroin WITHOUT using a needle?
1) I’ve never used heroin at all

2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)

I’ve never taken heroin WITHOUT using a needle
1 or 2 times
3 to 5 times
6 to 9 times
10 to 19 times
20 to 39 times
40 or more times

(58) How difficult do you think it would be for you to get Heroin if you wanted some?

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

I don’t know
Probably impossible
Very Difficult
Fairly Difficult
Fairly Easy
Very Easy
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(59) How difficult do you think it would be for you to get Oxycontin, Vicodin or Percocet if you
wanted some?

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

I don’t know
Probably impossible
Very Difficult
Fairly Difficult
Fairly Easy
Very Easy

(60) Where have you found or bought prescription narcotics (Oxycontin, Vicodin, Percocet, etc.)?
(Mark all that apply)

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)

I bought them through the internet
They were given to me by someone who bought them through the Internet
They were given to me by a family member
They were given to me by a friend or someone my age
I took them from a family member who had a prescription
I bought or took them from a friend who had a prescription
I bought them from a dealer
I’ve never found or purchased a prescription narcotic

(61) During the past 30 days, on how many days (if any) did you use inhalants (sniff glue, breathe
contents of an aerosol spray can, or inhale other gases or sprays in order to get high)?

1) 0 days
2) 1 or 2 days

3) 3 to 5 days
4) 6 to 9 days

5) 10 to 19 days
6) 20 to 29 days
7) All 30 days

The following set of questions asks about violence, bullying and harassment at school or home.
(62) How many times have you been verbally abused (called names, taunted, etc.) at school this year?

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

0 times
1 time
2 or 3 times
4 to 9 times
10 to 19 times
20 or more times

(63) How many times have you been hit, pushed, or otherwise physically assaulted at school this
year?

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

0 times
1 time
2 or 3 times
4 to 9 times
10 to 19 times
20 or more times

(64) How many times has someone stolen something from you at school this year?

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

0 times
1 time
2 or 3 times
4 to 9 times
10 to 19 times
20 or more times

PM?
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(65) How many times have you hit, pushed, or otherwise physically assaulted someone at school this
year?

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

0 times
1 time
2 or 3 times
4 to 9 times
10 to 19 times
20 or more times

(66) How many times have you stolen something from someone else at school this year?

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

0 times
1 time
2 or 3 times
4 to 9 times
10 to 19 times
20 or more times

(67) How often do you feel afraid of being hurt by someone at HOME?

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Never
Once in a while
Sometimes
Often
Always

(68) Has anyone ever had intercourse with you against your will?

1)
2)
3)
4)

No one has ever had intercourse with me against my will
Yes, within the past 12 months
Yes, more than 12 months ago
Yes, both 2 and 3

(69) If someone has had intercourse with you against your will, who was it?

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

No one has ever had intercourse with me against my will
A date
A friend or acquaintance
A family member
Another adult (non-family member) that you know
A stranger

The following set of questions asks about your experience and beliefs about dating and sexuality
(70) Who would you rather kiss?

1)
2)

A smoker
A non-smoker

(71) I would guess that most students in my school would rather kiss?

1)
2)

A smoker
A non-smoker

(72) Which of the following best describes you?

1) Heterosexual
2) Gay or lesbian
3) Not identified

3) Bisexual
4) Transgender

5) Not sure
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T3) In a current or past dating relationship, has your partner ever... (Mark 4ZT that apph)
1) Called you names
2) Tried to turn you against your family
3) Pressured you to do things or make decisions that you didn't wan* to
4) Tried to control who your friends are
5) Threatened to hurt a family member
6) Pushed, shoved, hit or kicked you
7) Tried to control how you dress or look
8) Made you feel afraid
9) Threatened to commit suicide
10) None of the above
("4) In a current or past dating relationship, do you think h is ever okay to do any of the follow ing
(Mark .ALL that apply )
1) Call your partner names
2) Try to turn your partner against his or her family
3) Pressure your partner to do things or make decisions that he or she didn't want to
4) Try to control who your partner's friends are
5) Threaten to hurt a family member of your rarmer
6) Push, shove, hit or kick your rarmer
7) Try to control how y our rarmer dresses or looks
8) Make your partner feel afraid
9) Threaten to commit suicide
10) None of the above
("5) Have vou ever had sexual intercourse?
1) Yes
2) No
("6) Have you ever had oral sex?
1) Yes
2) No
(77) During your life, the persons with whom you ha\e had sexual contact are
1) Male
2) Female
3) Both Male and Female 4) None

For the following 4 questions, please base your answer on a scale from 1 to 5. with 1 meaning you would not
be comfortable at all and 5 meaning you would be \ery comfortable.
("8) How comfortable are you with gays, lesbians, and bisexuals?
Not comfortable
Sort of Comfortable
Very Comfortable
1.3....3...4.5

("9) If you had to guess, how comfortable do you think most students in your school are with gays,
lesbians and btsexuab?
Not comfortable
Sort of Comfortable
Very Comfortable
1.2.3...4.5
(80)

How comfortable are you with gay. lesbian or bisexual people who are the same sex as you?
Not comfortable

l..:.

Sort of Comfortable
2.3...4

Very Comfortable

(81) If you had to guess, how comfortable are most students in this school with gay, lesbian or
bisexual people who are the same sex as they are? (In other words, how comfortable are guys in

this school with gay men and girls in this school with lesbians?)
Not comfortable
Sort of Comfortable
Very Comfortable
1.2.3.4.5

(82) How would you react if a friend told you he or she were gay, lesbian or bisexual?

1)
2)
3)
4)

I’d stop being their friend
I’d still be their friend but not as close anymore
Nothing would really change but I’d probably be uncomfortable
I’d support them 100%

(83) How do you think most students at this school would react if a friend came out to them as gay,
lesbian or bisexual?

1)
2)

Most students would probably stop being the gay or bisexual person’s friend
Most students would probably still be the gay or bisexual person’s friend but not as close
anymore
3) Nothing would really change for most students but it would probably be uncomfortable for
the heterosexual (straight) person
4) Most students would probably support a gay friend 100%

The next 2 items ask you about behavior during sexual intercourse. If you have never had sexual
intercourse, just mark the first response. If you have ever had sexual intercourse, think about the
LAST TIME you engaged in intercourse when you answer.
(84) Did you drink alcohol or use drugs before you had sexual intercourse the LAST TIME?

1) I have never had sexual intercourse
2) Yes
3) No
(85) The LAST TIME you had sexual intercourse did you or your partner use a condom?

1) I have never had sexual intercourse
2) Yes
3) No
The following set of questions asks about mental health issues such as feeling depressed or anxious,
feeling suicidal, having an eating disorder, etc.
(86) Have you ever been referred to someone because of a mental health issue such as feeling
depressed or anxious, feeling suicidal, having an eating disorder, etc.? (Mark ALL that
apply)

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

I have been referred to....
No one. I have never been referred to anyone for mental health issues.
School Counselor
Mental health agency such as Child and Family Services
Private psychologist, therapist or psychiatrist
Other
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(87) Did you follow up on that referral and actually seek help?

1)
2)
3)

I have never needed to see, or been referred to anyone for mental health issues
Yes, I actually received services
No, I was referred but did not receive services

(88) Have you ever been prescribed medication for a mental health issue (such as depression, or
anxiety)? Do NOT INCLUDE medications for attention deficit disorder or hyperactivity.

1)
2)

Yes
No

(89) If you had or thought you had a mental health problem who at school would you feel
comfortable going to for help? (Mark ALL that apply).

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)
9)
10)

I would not feel comfortable going to anyone at my school
Teacher
Coach
Principal
School nurse
School Guidance Counselor
Student Assistance Counselor/adjustment counselor
School psychologist
Other adults in the school
Other

(90) If you’ve ever wanted to seek help from an adult at school for a mental health problem, and
decided not to, what was the reason? (Mark ALL that apply)

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)
9)
10)

I never wanted to seek help
I did go and got help
I was afraid they would tell someone else
They didn’t have time available when I needed it
I wasn’t comfortable with the adult that was available
I thought my problem wasn’t big enough
I couldn’t or didn’t want to miss class
I went before and it didn’t help
A friend went before and it didn’t help
I’ve never needed to seek help

(91) During the past 12 months, how many times have you felt so sad or hopeless almost every day
for two weeks or more in a row that you stopped doing some usual activities?

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

0 times
lor 2 times
3 to 5 times
6 to 9 times
10 to 19 times
20 or more times
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(92) During the past 12 months. How many times did you hurt or injure yourself ON PURPOSE?
(For example by cutting, burning, or bruising yourself on purpose.)

'

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

0 times
lor 2 times
3 to 5 times
6 to 9 times
10 to 19 times
20 or more times

(93) During the past 12 months, did you do any of the following? (Mark ALL that apply)

1)
2)
3)

Consider attempting suicide
Plan how to attempt suicide
None of the above

(94) During the past 12 months, how many times did you actually attempt suicide?

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

0 times
1 time
2 or 3 times
4 or 5 times
6 or more times

(95) If you attempted suicide in the past 12 months, did any attempts result in an injury, poisoning,
or overdose that had to be treated by a doctor or nurse?

1)
2)
3)

I did not attempt suicide in the past 12 months
Yes
No

(96) If you considered suicide in the past 12 months, did you share this information with anyone?
(Mark ALL that apply)

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)
9)
10)

No, I have never made a plan or seriously considered attempting suicide
I have considered suicide, but did not share this information with anyone
Yes, I told peers/ffiends
Yes, I told my parents/guardian
Yes, I told a teacher, coach or advisor at school
Yes, I told a school counselor
Yes, I told the school administration/principal
Yes, I told a member of the clergy (priest, minister, rabbi, etc).
Yes, I told a school nurse
Yes, I told someone else

The following set of questions asks about exercise and nutrition.
(97) On how many of the past 7 days did you exercise or participate in physical activity for at least 20
minutes that made you sweat and breathe hard, such as basketball, soccer, running, swimming
laps, fast bicycling, fast dancing, or similar aerobic activity?

1) 0 days
2) 1 day
3) 2 days
4) 3 days

4) 4 days
5)5 days
6)6 days
7)7 days

(98) On how many of the past 7 days did you eat breakfast?

1)0
2) 1
3)2
4)3

days
day
days
days

4)4
5)5
6)6
7)7

days
days
days
days
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(99) When you skip breakfast, what is the reason? (Mark/ILL that apply)

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

I don’t skip breakfast
I don’t have time
I’m not hungry when I first get up/before school
I don’t have enough money
There’s nothing prepared for me
I don’t like anything at home

(100) If the following items were available in vending machines in your school, which things would
you buy?
(Mark ALL that apply)

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)
9)
10)

Fruit
Granola or cereal bars
Yogurt
Trail Mix
String Cheese
Pretzels
Nuts
Juice
Milk
Water

165

APPENDIX E
EXAMPLES OF TRADITIONAL SOCIAL NORMS MARKETING POSTERS
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APPENDIX F
EXAMPLE OF A SOCIAL NORMS MARKETING POSTER
FOR GLB COMFORT DATA

Alosf CHi
would support a friend
who came out as gay, lesbian or bisexual.*

* according to a 2005 survey of 120 CHS sophomores and seniors conducted by Community Works of
Bennington Vermont. The survey question read:
“How would you react of a friend came out as gay, lesbian or bisexual?”
38% of those surveyed said, “I’d support them 100%”
and another 34% said, “Nothing would really change but I’d probably be uncomfortable”.

The endorsement in this educational flyer example is a statement created by the dissertation author
only and is not necessarily shared by Cartman, his creators, Comedy Central or its advertisers.
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